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There is much controversy regarding the effects of schooling and
non-responsive

delivery

dropout/high-risk students.

of

educational

services

to

potential

At the same time there is evidence that

school systems perceived as monolithic and non-responsive are broadly
and deeply diverse in terms of progranmatic offerings to meet the

special needs of these students.
A comprehensive and comparative review of the three bodies of
literature--dropout,

supplementary/compensatory,

and

alternative

schools studies--suggests startling similarity among descriptors for
dropout populations, for students with special learning needs, and for
potential or real dropouts who participate in public high school
alternative

programs.

Population

characteristics,

low

academic

performance, and dissatisfaction with school are common signs of
potential dropout and signals for possible entry to public a1temati ve
schools.
The study was designed to describe an urban district's alternative
high school population in terms of a conceptual framework drawn from
three bodies of literature: dropout studies, supplementary/compensatory
education, and alternative schools studies.

Educational histories

prior to alternative school entry were traced through district records
and doctmlents for 757 students and a focused interview was conducted
with 81 students in order to obtain their perceptions of both regular
and alternative educational experiences during their school careers. A
qualitative data analysis was conducted to determine

the

study

population fit with traditional descriptors for high-risk, to examine
district responses in terms of educational program experiences in both
regular and alternative schools, and to obtain insights into possible
relationships between t,he two.
Overall, the sample population most clearly matched traditional
personal/social descriptors for potential dropout/high-risk in terms of
sex representation, between-district mobility, and because they had

experienced some period of dropout.

Nearly half the sample had been

suspended at least once during district enrollment. There was less fit
in terms of grade-level representation, mdnority enrollment and school
achievement.

Larger numbers of eleventh and twelfth graders were

enrolled than the

literature would

suggest.

Minority students,

traditionally over-represented among dropouts, are under-represented in
the sample programs.

As a group, the population is achieving in terms

of basic skills competencies tests, but over half the sample has a
history of participation in supplementary/compensatory and/or other
alternative programs early in their careers.
Students described teachers as the most critical component of
their

educational

experience.

While

an

instructional

"helping"

relationship and its consistent contribution to student success was
often noted, a more personalized teacher-student relationship was
mentioned even more frequently.

Students identified early in their

careers for supplementary/compensatory programs reported an affective
as well as achievement-oriented dimension in those experiences, and
described themselves as learners dependent upon the kind and level of
individualized help and attention received in those settings and in the
alternative setting as well.
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OiAPTER I
INIROOUCfION

A continuing high dropout rate is a problem for secondary schools.
The magnitude of the problem is of concern educationally, socially, and
economically.

For fifty years, the phenomenon of the high school

dropout has endured as a topic in educational literature. The focus of
research on the dropout has been on population characteristics--social
and school-related personal characteristics which have been variously
interpreted as causes, as symptoms, and/or as predictors.

In the

sixties, a new perspective on the dropout phenomenon appeared in the
literature.

The focus on the dropout shifted from student population

characteristics to the educational institution and the schooling
process. Academic policy and disciplinary regulations were emphasized
and the dropout's perception of his or her status in school was
examined.
Within this literature the school is presented as a monolithic
construct.
altered

the

Since the sixties, however, two major innovations have
regular

school

program

offerings--supplementary

compensatory education and the alternative schools movement.

and

Because

of the development of compensatory and supportive educational programs
in addition to regular school offerings,

it is appropriate to

reconsider the traditional perspectives on potential dropouts and it is
reasonable to inquire whether that population has been variously
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identified by early participation in supplementary and compensatory
programs, or whether this group has indeed !!fallen through the cracks!!
with its educational needs overlooked.

If students in alternative high

school programs for potential dropouts have participated in supportive
programs, this information can provide a basis for examination of early
identification of potential dropout/high-risk students, and can suggest
how these treatments affected commitment to the educational process and
persistence in school.
Statement of the Problem
There is much controversy regarding the effects of schooling and
non-responsive

delivery

dropout/high-risk students.

of

educational

services

to

potential

At the same time there is evidence that

school systems perceived as monolithic and non-responsive are broadly
and deeply diverse in terms of progrrumnatic offerings to meet the
special needs of these students.
Schooling for this population may not have been a monolithic
educational treatment which appeared to ignore student needs.

The

design and delivery of supplementary educational programs clearly
implies that regular school programs

e7e

naturally extended to meet a

variety of educationally-related needs, including those of potential
dropout/high-risk students.

Federally funded programs; delineation of

rights to appropriate educational services; countless compensatory,
remedial, and support programs are typically provided to deliver
instruction and related student services.

It is reasonable to assume

that a potential dropout/high-risk population has

received

such

3

supportive
experiences.

assistance during

some,

if not

all,

of

its

school

On the other hand, because of the requirements for

participation in categorically-funded programs, this group may have
been excluded because descriptions for students with more severely
handicapping conditions were not congruent with elusively categorized
descriptors for potential dropouts.
A comprehensive and comparative review of the three bodies of
Ii terature- -dropout,

supplementary/compensatory,

and

alternat i ve

schools studies--suggests startling similarity among descriptors for
dropout populations, for students with special learning needs, and for
potential or real dropouts who participate in public high school
alternative

programs.

Population

characteristics,

low

academic

performance, and dissatisfaction with school are common signs of
potential dropout and signals for possible entry to public alternative
schools.
The research in all three areas seeks to isolate symptoms,
predictors

and

causes

of

unsuccessful

school

to

generalize

group

or

This emphasis has

dissatisfaction with regular educational offerings.
been used

experiences

characteristics,

and

generalized

population descriptors have typically supported varieties of ad-hoc
prograrmnatic responses; they have been less useful in supporting a
system-wide response to the needs of potential dropouts.

It is

possible that what the literature omits--histories of educational
treatments provided

these

students prior

to

alternative

school

entry--can provide insight into elements of more effective and enduring
progranmatic responses which are possible to implement throughout a

4

district's educational program.

An emphasis on educational histories

of an alternative student sample focuses the study according to Blum
Spangehl's

theory

of

high-risk which "describes

the

&

individual

students' attitudes and behavior in relation to the educational system
by focusing on the probability of his or her academic success or
failure,

a sphere in which educators can have direct influence"

(1982: 5) •

This focus encourages identification of variables schools

can reasonably be expected to impact--achievement, socialization and
commitment to the educational process itself.
Importance of the Study
The reality of continuing high dropout rates suggests that ad-hoc
responses are not enough to meet the needs of potential dropouts.
different

upon

perspective

these

students

and

their

A

schooling

experiences may suggest more useful and effective ways of meeting their
needs.

This study seeks to provide that different perspective; and to

emphasize potential dropout/high-risk descriptors which can either be
influenced by an educational program, or which may be useful in the
design of responsive

educational programs

alternative school settings.

in

both

regular

and

A conceptual framework was developed to

structure the study.

The framework consisted of 11 propositions drawn

from the literature.

The conceptual framework allows the study a focus

not only upon personal/social and school-related characteristics which
describe the student population, but also upon students' historical
educational experiences within a school system.

Within the conceptual

framework, the guiding questions of the study were formulated:

1) How

5

does the district's alternative high school population fit traditional
descriptions of high-risk?

2)How did the students come to the

alternati ve high school program?

3) What patterns can be identified

from alternative students' educational experiences in the district?
A continued commitment to formal

education in high school

alternati ves may be related to previous educational experiences, as
well as to personal student characteristics, and patterns of those
experiences may provide insight to meeting the learning needs of
potential dropout/high-risk students.
Scope of the Study
The focus of this study is upon the potential dropout alternative
student, and the alternative study sample was examined not only from
the Ii terature-deri ved descriptors of alternative high school student
groups,

but also

in terms

characteristics

and

examining

alternative

the

dropout

of

supplementary/compensatory student

group
student

descriptors.
group

from

The
this

purpose

of

three-part

perspecti ve (in terms of personal and school-related characteristics)
was to determine whether alternative students were identified for each
group during their school years; whether they experienced a variety of
supplementary educational treatments in the regular program prior to
alternative high school placement; and whether students perceived
relationships between elements of their regular and alternative program
experiences.
The particular public alternative high school population selected
for this study is one which may be characterized as "potential dropout"

6

or "high risk" in tenns of academic success or failure.

The high school

alternative sample identified for this study is from an urban school
district, which has five full-time alternative programs for potential
dropout high school students.

The study is being conducted at a time

when the district is addressing a variety of questions related to
support and extension of alternatives as part of a system-wide response
to what is considered a continuing high dropout rate.
The question of how students came to the alter..1tive school is an
appropriate one to guide the study.

The questions for this study,

however, are not limited to consideration of responses in terms of
personal/social and school-related characteristics or of behavioral
histories and verified dropout.

The study questions emphasize the

relationship between placement in the alternative and the educational
programs and treatments which preceded that entry.

This extended

perspective may contribute to a more specific definition of the
high-risk student,

and may have

implications for

development

of

system-wide responses to meet those students' needs.
The study is organized in five chapters.
Introduction.
literature:

Chapter I provides an

Chapter II includes a review of three related bodies of
dropout

studies,

supplementary/compensatory educational

programs, and alternative schools studies.

Chapter III describes the

design of the study, methods and procedures used in data collection,
presentation, and interpretation.
framework

of

11

propositions

Chapter IV presents a conceptual
for

high-risk

and

describes

the

characteristics, educational histories of the alternative high school
student sample as well as their perceptions of those experiences.

7

Chapter V presents a summary,

conclusions, and discussion of the

students and their educational histories prior to alternative school
entry.

rnAPTER II

REVIEW OF TIlE LITERATIJRE

For the last half century it has been a goal of public schools to
design and deliver educational services to meet the needs of all
students in order that they may complete high school.

High school

completion is generally considered a measure of a successful public
school educational experience,

as well as a reflection of

the

institution's viability.
The dropout population, as well as the potential dropout and high
risk group is the subject of an extensive and varied literature.

Local

school districts have developed specialized educational services to
supplement regular school programs with the intent of strengthening
this group's commitment to staying in school until high school
graduation (Jablonsky, 1970).
an

array

of

formal

educational

dropout/high-risk student.
further

supported

Public school systems typically provide
services

for

the

potential

Efforts to sustain the group have been

by federal

categorical

aid

for

educationally

disadvantaged students and those with special learning needs (Beebe

&

Evans, 1981; Mertens, 1972).
Since urban school districts include diverse student populations
with a broad range of educational needs, it is common to find extensive
supplementary and supportive educational programs provided in addition
to regular school programs.

A regular program within a school system
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typically includes an elementary and secondary program, and some
districts include intermediate or middle school programs to bridge the
elementary-secondary transition.

Supportive supplementary educational

programs are provided at all levels in addition to the regular school
program, so that potential dropout/high-risk students may participate
in an educational experience that is both regular and supplementary.
Based on a twenty-year experiment wi thin public school systems
across the country, the alternative education approach has also been
taken as a viable component of most urban educational offerings.
Alternative programs (or schools) are often perceived to provide a last
chance at achieving student commitment to high school completion in the
public school system.

Entry to, and participation in, an alternative

public high school generally replaces the regular school program and
supplants assorted supplemental programs.
Examination of three areas of educational literature--the high
school

dropout

literature,

supplementary/compensatory

education

literature, and the alternative schools literature--will serve to
amplify the context in which the proposed study is being described.
While each body of literature is important in its own right, the
interrelationships among the three have prompted the rationale for this
study.

All three areas focus on an elusively-described public school

population which is characterized chiefly in terms of high risk.

The

intent of this three-part review of the literature is to lay the
foundation for construction of a conceptual framework wi thin which to
examine the educational experiences of one district's high-risk student
population.
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Review of the Dropout Literature
The literature on the high school dropout is extensi ve- -both in
its chronology and

i_TI

its broad topical range.

Periodical Literature,

The Education Index to

from 1929 to the present, attests to the

perseverance of the dropout phenomenon. Referenced under a variety of
subject headings over time,

specific themes have developed.

The

earliest literature aimed at determining the magnitude of the dropout
problem.

Since the forties, the literature has closely fallen into the

four-part outline suggested by Beal and Noel (1980); identification of
population descriptors,

isolation of predictive variables to help

identify potential dropouts, consideration of student/program fit, and,
emphases on the role and responsibility of the educational institution.
While it is possible to follow the development of general themes
historically, there is overlap among them; nearly all dropout studies
(even the earliest) conclude with recommendations for increased school
responsiveness

to

curb

early

leaving

institutional responses); everl ten years,

(i.e.,

programmatic

or

regular census studies

provide analyses of numbers of high school dropouts (i.e., magnitude of
the problem).

Data sources for dropout studies are typically student

cumulative records; recollections of dropouts; recollections of former
teachers and counselors;

comparisons of matched dropout-persister

student groups.
Magnitude of the Dropout Problem
The earliest studies relied on census and school record data to
calculate yearly percentages of dropout.

In 1907, Edward L. Thorndike,
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under the auspices of the United States Bureau of Education, wrote "The
Elimination of P'upils from School," a study based upon examination of
school records for 1,000 students in grades six through eight up to the
age of 18; the sample was drawn from 14 cities in the Midwest and
East.

Thorndike was interested in finding out how many students left

school at each of the fourth through eleventh grade levels and in
determining what proportion of each grade level was eliminated.
found

tp~t

He

about seven percent of the total enrollment left, but that

rate of dropout was additive through the grades; 26% of the seventh
graders did not continue to grade eight; 32.5% of the eighth grade did
not enter grade nine; 37% of the ninth grade students did not continue
in grade ten; 29.4% of the tenth graders did not enter grade eleven;
33.3% of the eleventh graders did not enter grade twelve.
elimination occurred at the end of grade nine.

The greatest

In 1933, Kline repeated

Thorndike's study and examined changes in national dropout rates.

The

junior high school organization had been introduced and Kline wanted to
know if the institution of junior high schools had counteracted
increasing dropout rates.

While Kline found dropout rates were similar

to those of previous years at the sixth through eighth grade levels, he
noted proportionally greater rate increases occurring at the tenth and
eleventh grades of high school.
Another frame of reference for considering the magnitude of the
dropout problem is socio-economic.

Greene (1966) reported that while

dropouts are decreasing proportionally, more students are leaving high
school; that frustration and failure in school deprive youth of
incentives to succeed and therefore dropouts may be tracked into

12

welfare programs; that there are few places for dropouts in society and
in a world of work which requires increased skills.

According to

Greene, dropouts are a sign of a major educational as well as social
failure on the part of America's schools.
Every ten years national studies based on census data provided by
the Bureau of Labor Statistics monitor the magnitude of the problem by
reporting
dropout.

job-related

socio-economic

correlates

of

high

school

Participation in high school has regularly increased since

the 1900' s; the proportion of youth of high school age (typically
14-17) enrolled increased from 11% to 94% between 1900 and 1978.

The

phenomenon of the high school dropout remains a critical problem;
proportionally, public high school dropout rates remain at about 15%
(Grant

&Eiden,

1983).

In the years 1970 to 1978, the percentage of

dropouts among white male students increased from 6.3% to 9.6%.

During

the same period, there was a smaller increase in dropouts for white
females, while the proportion of black student dropouts decreased
(Grant

&Eiden,

1980).

From Grant and Eiden's Digest of Educational Statistics (1983)
these factors of dropouts are reported:

85% of the 1980 high school

graduates not enrolled in college are reported employed in the civilian
labor force; 63.7% of the 1979-80 dropouts are similarly employed.

It

is important to note that these figures include persons aged 16-24,
which extends beyond the typical high school age range of 14 to 17.
Employment information for an additional 76,000 dropouts

is not

included because this number represents fourteen- and fifteen-year-olds
who dropped out but are too young to be regularly employed.

13

Biddle, Bank, Anderson, Keats and Keats presented yet another
societal perspective on the magnitude of America's high school dropout
problem: "In American society today, the major institutional determinant
of adolescents' activities is the school. When adolescents drop out of
this institution idleness results. Neither the economy, the family, nor
religious or recreational organizations provide structure for that idle
time" (1981:117).
Population Descriptors
Historically, the style of the dropout literature has been
descriptive.

The earlier descriptors moreover, were most often drawn

entirely after the fact of dropout.

Demographic data in individual

student school records were collected in order to produce a descriptive
profile of the population.

Sometimes, former teaching staff were

surveyed for their recollections of the students.

Later, survey

techniques were used to gather information about the dropout's family-usually parental occupation and attained educational levels as well as
dropout-reported reasons for leaving school prior to high school
Three categories of characteristics are most frequently

completion.
reported

to

describe

the

dropout:

a)

personal

and

social

characteristics; b) school-related academic characteristics; c) social/
psychological characteristics which describe the group in terms of
social behavior in and/or out of school.
Personal and Social Characteristics of the Dropout Population.
Personal and social characteristics of the dropout population typically
include age/sex/ethnic identification,

family mobility and socio-

economic status, and social-psychological descriptions of the dropout's
family.
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Sixteen is the most commonly reported age for dropout (Cook, 1956;
Snepp, 1953; Jablonsky, 1970; United States Department of Labor, 1960).
Because a sixteen-year-old student is typically a tenth grader, some
studies report the tenth grade as the most connnon year for dropout.
Dropout between the ninth to tenth grade transition was noted as early
as 1933 by Kline.
Typically, in both educational research and census studies, more
males than females are reported as dropouts though the differences are
not considered significant (Grant

&Eiden,

1980; Snepp, 1953).

A United States Department of Labor study (1960) which examined
dropout profiles in seven connnunities nationwide, suggested that where
minority populations are part of a school system, the minority child is
over-represented in dropout groups. Kaplan and Luck's (1977) review of
the sixties' dropout literature and st.udies of Berlowitz and Durand
(1976) confirm this finding.

In the Portland, Oregon Public Schools,

minori ty ethnic groups have been consistently over-represented among
early leavers; from 1977 to 1984 leaver rates for American Indians have
ranged fram 12.8% to 15.7%; for Blacks from 7.7% to 12.4%; for
Hispanics from 9.3% to 16.7%, while for Whites the range has been from
7% to 9.1% (Sexton, 1984).
High transfer is the most frequently reported family-related
characteristic of the dropout group.

Bledsoe (1959) found that of 247

dropouts, 35% had attended more than one elementary school, while only
2%

had attended a single elementary school.

Mobili ty among schools

during one's educational career is characteristic of dropout groups
described by Layton (1953), Cook (1956), Cervantes (1965), Stroup and

15

Robins (1972), Berlowitz and Durand (1976).

Bachman, Green, and

Wirtanen's (1971) longitudinal study of a group of 220 young men who
had dropped out of high school reported on a typical dropout population
which came from large families, often from broken homes with parents of
low educational achievement.

Lower levels of parental educational

attainment were reported by Layton (1953), Evraiff (1957), Cervantes
(1965), Scales (1969), Stroup and Robins (1972), and Kaplan and Luck
(1977); a home life characterized as unstable was reported by Gragg
(1949), as weak or broken by United States Department of Labor (1960),

Cervantes (1965) ,

and Bachman et a!.

(1971) ;

and often of 1m"

socio-economic status (Bachman et al. 1971; Layton, 1953;

Lichter,

Rapien, Seibert and Sklansky, 1962; Scales, 1969; Stroup and Robins,
1972; Tesseneer and Tesseneer, 1958).

School-Related

School-related

Characteristics.

population

characteristics include information about a) achievement and ability,
bj retention in grade, c) attendance, d) level of extra-curricular
activities, participation, and, e) behavior and disciplinary problems
in school.
The most commonly-reported characteristic for both real and
potential

dropout

low-achieving.

Some

students
studies

is

that,

refine

the

in

general,

low-achieving

they
label

are
by

identifying a frequency of failure in specific school subjects, or bv
calculating grade-level equivalencies which indicate that the group is
two or more years behind in basic skills achievement.

Reading is the

specific subject most often reported to be the dropout's poorest
subject.
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In 1938,

Eels'

national study of secondary school standards

produced achievement information for a dropout group of 1,329 from an
original national student sample of 19,732.
1,329

dropouts

had

been

asked

to

Eleven percent of the

withdraw

administrations due to their poor scholarship.

by

their

school

Carlisle and Williams

(1938) examined the average length of time a sample of 400 students
remained in high school prior to dropping out and found that whether
they remained for one semester or five semesters, dropouts typically
had a mean cumulative grade point average of 1.4, indicative of general
low achievement.
Snepp (1953) co11acted data on 254 dropouts in Evansville, Indiana
schools for two consecutive years and found that in both years, the
dropout group as a whole read below average; approximately 40% of the
dropouts in both years were on the high school failing list.

Cook

(1956) compared a group of 95 dropouts with a group of 200 matched
persisters in the Atlanta schools and found significant achievement
differences on both language IQ and non-language IQ with short form of
California Short Form Test of Mental Maturity.

A history of academic

failure at the secondary level was noted by Schreiber (1964), Thornburg
(1975),

and Ross

(1983).

Of twenty dropout studies reviewed by

Tesseneer and Tesseneer (1958), thirteen included low achievement as a
key characteristic of students who leave school early.

Sixty-eight

percent of the dropouts included in the United States Department of
Labor study (1960) were at least two years behind in basic skills
achievement.

The dropout group's low achievement in reading was noted

by Conant (1961), Beck and Muia (1980).
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Among descriptors for the dropout population noted in a 1973 study
by the L~ited States Office of Ed~~ation (USOE) were general grade-level

skills two years behind, and failing grades in two or more subjects.
Young and Reich (1974) interviewed and studied records of 544 Canadian
dropouts and found that the average number of credits attained by age
17 equalled 12.7, as opposed to a requirement of 21 for high school
completion.

Eighty-three percent of their sample were below their

respective districts' achievement standards.

Mahan and Johnson (1983)

surveyed 155 dropouts from a suburban Chicago school district and
reported student performance two years behind, failing grades, and a
90%

eligibility

rate

for

special

programs

or

services

to

be

characteristic of the dropout group.
Related to achievement (but reported less frequently) is the
dropout's typical IQ or ability measure.

Eels' (1938) longitudinal

study of secondary school standards, based on a sample drawn from 198
secondary

schools

(both public and private)

in

48

states

and

Washington, D.C., found that for the 1,329 dropouts from the original
sample of 19,932 students, the dropouts' mean IQ was lower than that of
the mean IQ for the entire sample.

Both Gragg (1949) and Combs and

Cooley (1968) reported that dropouts generally fell below normative
means on verbal and group intelligence measures.

Snepp (1953) fOlDld

that 85% of the males and 73% of the females in his two-year study of
254 dropouts in Evansville, Indiana schools, were below average on the
Otis Test of Mental Achievement.

Jablonsky (1970) found that 70% of

students with the highest attrition from high school have IQ's ranging
from 80-109; and that 80% of the boys and 65% of the girls have failed
at least one subject.

Voss, Elliott and Wendling (1966), attempting to
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differentiate between low-ability students in general and the dropout
population

specifically,

constructed

typologies

of

dropout

and

determined that those who leave high school earliest in their careers
are more often the lowest-achieving students with low IQ scores.

A

Hawaii State Department of Education survey (1968) found only 47% of
the dropout population to be academically at grade level; dropouts were
typically low-achieving in grades 3 and 4 with a reported median IQ of
91 reported from the third grade IQ test adminstration.
When Evraiff (1957) compared a group of California students (who
had previously dropped out of the regular high school and later
re-enrolled in a continuation high school) with the regular school
population, he found no differences in either their mental ability or
vocational aptitude.

Howard

(1978)

suggested

that most

dropout

students have average IQ's and about 10% have the potential to attend
college.

Yaffee (1982) argued that dropouts generally mirror school

district populations and include students at all ability levels.
While earlier studies (Cook, 1956; Kline, 1933; Thorndike, 1907)
reported that dropouts were often older than their grade level peers,
later studies explained this factor in terms of grade retention. Many
dropout students are reported to have repeated one or more grades
during their school careers, prior to dropping out entirely (Carlisle

&

Williams, 1938; Gragg, 1949; Jablonsky, 1970; Kaplan & Luck, 1977;
Layton, 1953; Lichter et al., 1962; Scales, 1969; Stroup & Robins,
1972; United States Department of Labor, 1960).
After low academic achievement, chronic poor attendance is the most
frequently mentioned characteristic of the dropout population.

In the

USOE study (1973), absences exceeding ten days per year were considered
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generally indicative of the dropout
repeatedly a key descriptor (Berlowitz

&Luck,
&Robins,

group.

Poor

attendance

is

&~~rand, 1976; Cervantes, 1965;

Hicks, 1969; Kaplan

1977; Layton, 1953; Lichter et al., 1962;

Ross, 1983; Stroup

1972; Tesseneer

&Tesseneer,

1958).

Another characteristic of the dropout population is that dropout
students participated in school activities very little or not at all
(Cervantes, 1965; Gragg, 1949; Scales, 1969; Snepp, 1953).

Livingston

(1958) studied a matched sample of 173 graduates and 116 dropouts and
found that participation in high school activities accounted for a
third of the variance between the two groups.
A history of behavior and discipline problems is often reported
for the dropout group (Beck

&Muia,

1980; Cervantes, 1965; Hicks, 1969;

Kaplan & Luck, 1977; Scales, 1969; Snepp, 1953).

Strained relations

with teachers are reported by McDill, Meyers, and Rigsby (1967), and
Thornburg (1975).

Snepp (1953) reported that school ccunselors judged

54% of the dropout population in his study to be socially maladjusted.
Social maladjustment was a characteristic of 23% of the group studied
by Young and Reich (1974).

Cook (1956) described the dropout group as

having poorer school adjustment than persisters, and Schreiber (1964)
noted that dropouts tend to have typically low self-concept and social
skills.
Bachman et ale (1971) characterized dropouts as a group with low
aspirations; alienated as well as isolated from society; and typically
rejected by teachers because of continuing academic as well as
disciplinary problems in school.

A third of the studies reviewed by

Tesseneer and Tesseneer (1958) reported that dropouts had feelings of
discouragement and non-belonging in relation to school; feelings of
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non-belonging were also reported by Cervantes (1965) and Ross (1983).
Thornburg (1975) concluded that social problems were as pervasive as
academic ones.
Figure 1 displays the most frequently cited descriptors, or
dropout student characteristics, organized under two broad headings:
personal/ social and school-related.

The characteristics are listed in

a descending rank order from more to less-frequently reported.

PERSONAL/SOCIAL OIARACTERISTICS
l. Frequent student transfers,
mobility during school career
2.

Low parent educational level
(usually reported as father's)

3.

Broken or weak home

4. Age 16
5.

6.

SCHOOL-RELATED
OIARACfERISTI CS
l. Low achievement in
general
a. Subject failure
b. Low reading ability
c. Two years behind in
general
2. Attendance
3. Retained in grade

Feelings of nonbe1onging
toward school

4.

Lower ability measures

Not interested in school

5.

Non-participation in
extra-curricular
activities

6.

Poor behavior/discipline problems at
school

7. More often male
8.

Low socia-economic status

9. Dislike teachers

10. Often minority

7. Suspended

11. Older than grade-level peers
12. Older siblings dropped out
13. Social/emotional problems;
maladjustment; poor self-concept
14. Delinquency
Figure 1. Frequently reported personal/social and
characteristics of dropout populations

school-related
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Predictors for Dropout.

Both personal/social and school-related

characteristics are most often examined after the fact of dropout and
generalized to group descriptors.
typically available

in school

Because much of the data are

records or observable

in student

performance and behaviors, a common use for the data is for prediction
of dropout (Conant, 1961; Hicks, 1969; Johnson

&Hopkins,

1972; Layton,

1953; Lichter et al., 1962) and early identification of the "potential
dropout"

population.

Low

achievement,

poor

attendance,

non-participation in activities, behavior problems, family mobility,
low parental educational level, low socio-economic status, and a
general non-interest in school (Gragg, 1949; Scales, 1969; Stoughton
Grady, 1978; Stroup
Layton

(1953)

according to four

&Robins,

1972) are typical predictive descriptors.

categorized
sources

&

the common predictive descriptors

of dropout:

(c) School, and, (d) Community.

(b) Family,

(a) Student,

Low achievement, retention, excessive

absences, a poor attitude and behavior problems were grouped under the
student source.

The family source included low socio-economic status,

low level of parental education and a transient lifestyle.

The school

was cited as a source of dropout when it denied a functional curriculum
and supported a purely academic one. The community source was described
in terms of a perceived failure to involve social agencies in
participative support for keeping students in school.
Hicks (1969) described dropping out as a predictable sequential
process

in which the characteristics

behaviorally:

or

symptoms

are

reported

Students Ca) lose interest in schoolwork, Cb) begin to

get low grades, (c) start to skip class, Cd) are involved in conflict

22

with

authority,

(e) exhibit

disruptive

behavior,

(f) experience

suspension; (g) when parents are finally called in, the atmosphere is
one of "defensiveness," and (h) students quit.

Hicks recorranended that

schools monitor the symptoms and thereby the dropout process, to gain
information useful for responsive intervention.
Young and Reich provided a basic definition of real and potential
dropouts as:

"students who have exhibited poor attitudes toward

school, have poor attendance, are failing subjects, lack credits, and
are among the oldest at their grade level" (1974:1).

In 1975, this

general profile of a potential dropout was drawn by a report of the
National Advisory Council on Supplementary Centers and Services:
sixteen, male, tenth grade, low-achieving, retained in grade, failing,
of low socio-economic status, with between twenty and thirty absences
the

previous

grade,

little

or

no

extracurricular

activity

participation, often a minority student, disruptive, from a stressful
family life, with a history of agency referrals, legal and economic
problems, and, poor reading ability.
These generic dropout

descriptors are

district dropout studies (Gadwa, Bolck, Bryan
Angeles, 1982; Mahan

&Johnson,

reiterated

in school

&Christensen,

1983; Los

1983). Correlations of typical dropout

factors have been examined (Livingston, 1958; Lloyd, 1968; Rumberger,
1983; Urdah1, 1963) and used to predict future dropout rates early in
the elementary years (Ee1es, 1970).

While prediction is based on

assumptions of close correlation (and sometimes inferred causation)
between student characteristics and the fact of dropout, some authors
deny a causal relationship and question even the correlation between
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predictors and dropout.
may be significant

Cervantes (1965) pointed out that though there

correlations identified

among

these

sets

of

independent variables, such correlates do not establish a cause and
effect relationship, but instead suggest a simultaneous occurrence
which can usefully shed light on the nature and scope of the dropout
phenomenon, and lead to consideration of probable success of various
kinds of educational treatments one could employ to decrease dropout.
Self-Reported Reasons for Dropout.

Interwoven throughout the

dropout literature is a commentary by dropouts themselves reporting
their stated reasons for leaving school.

While some reasons reflect

predictor characteristics, others refer to the students' perceptions of
their social status within the school environment.
When one considers dropout-reported reasons for leaving school
with population characteristics (be they interpreted as predictors or
symptoms), there are few direct relationships among the data.

Figure 2

describes self-reported reasons for dropout along with traditional
descriptive characteristics.
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PERSONAL/SOCIAL
C.Qd.R4.L! E~!ST!CS

SELF-REroRTED

SQroL-REIATED

REASONS FOR DROPOtIT-

CHARACTERISTICS

1. Frequent student
transfers, mobility
during school career

Dismissed for poor
scholarship. Dislike
subjects; failing
grades
Z. Low parent educaPerception of being
tional level (usually too far behind to
reported as father'S) . catch up
3. Broken or weak home
4. Age 16

5. Feelings of nonbelonging toward
school

Feelings of nonbelonging; lack
encouragement to
re'llain

1. Low achievement
in general
a. Subject failure
b. Low reading ability
c. Two years behind in
general
2. Attendance
3. Retained in grade
4. Lower ability
measures

6. Not interested in
school

Dissatisfaction with
school; lack of
5. Non-participation
interest; negative
in extra-curricular
activities
atti tude toward
school

7. More often male

Dislike students

8. Low socio-economic
status

Dislike teachers

9. Dislike teachers

Expelled; asked to
leave

10. Often minority

Marriage/pregnancy

11. Older than gradelevel peers

Desire for work; high
school organization
too demanding

6. Poor behavior/
discipline problems
at school
7. Suspension

12. Older siblings
dropped out
13. Social/emotional
problems; maladjustment; poor self-concept

14. Delinquency
Figure Z.
Frequently reported
self-reported reasons for dropout

* Snepp,

dropout

characteristics

(1953); U.S. Department of Labor, (1960); Thornburg, (1975);
Oregon Department of Education (1980); Mahan & Johnson, (1983).

and
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Sewell, Manni, and Palmo (1981) found weak and nonsignificant
relationships among social, personality, vocational arid achievement
variables, which led them to conclude that many personal characteristics
of dropouts were, in fact, independent of persistence in school.
testimony

of

assumptions.

dropouts

also

challenged

the

The

correlational-causal

In 1956 Cook noted that population characteristics may be

accurate descriptors, but of little use, since they have little impact
on dropout if reasons for leaving school are otherwise, for example due
to a desire for work, or to dissatisfaction with school.

Cook urged

that responsible reseach attempt a useful discrimination between
symptoms and causes of dropout.
Cook described the

dropout

group

as

having

poorer

school

adjustment than persisters, and Schreiber (1964) noted that dropouts
typically tend to have low self-concept and social skills.
a1.

(1971)

described

dropouts

as

having

low

Bachman et

aspirations,

self-esteem, and feelings of alienation and social isolation.

low

A third

of the studies reviewed by Tesseneer and Tesseneer (1958) reported that
dropouts often felt discouragement and non-belonging in relation to
school.

Feelings of non-belonging were also reported by Cervantes

(1965), Easley (1971), Miller (1967), Ross (1983), and Thornburg (1975).
Lichter et a1. conducted a longitudinal study which examined the
psychological

faC'~ors

of dropout populations,

and concluded that

emotional problems impinge on school experiences to produce "a failure
(not necessarily a matter of specific learning disability, but rather a
broader 'educational disability'" (1962:2).
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Many of the studies reviewed to this point conclude with
recommendations for educational responses to counteract real and
potential dropout.

Both recapture programs (designed to gain back the

population which left) and intervention techniques (aimed at keeping
potential dropouts from leaving) take the fonn of high school
curricular adjustments advanced to improve student achievement (Beal
Noel, 1980; Brain, 1974).

Replacing all or

pa~t

&

of the high school

program with a career emphasis (often work-study) is the most common
specific curricular adjustment recommended (Beck & Muia, 1980; Dauw,
1972; Kumar
1955).

&Bergstrand, 1979; Langsdorf &Gibboney, 1977; Patterson,

In addition to curricular responses, improved guidance at both

elementary and secondary levels, and increased support for
e1ew~ntary

the

to secondary school transition are encouraged (Conant, 1961;

Easley, 1971; Ross, 1983; Schreiber, 1964).
Review of Supplementary Compensatory Educational Programs
The War on Poverty legislation of the sixties provided significant
impetus to development of programmatic responses targeted to a student
population which typically included potential dropouts.

The sixties

legislation provided for two separate kinds of support: (a) communitybased programs aimed at improved skills and job training experiences,
and, (b) funding for public schools t compensatory education programs
which included not only provision for an appropriate basic skills
supplement, but also for improved instructional practice to deliver
those services.
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The War on Poverty legislation included various appropriations for
programs classed under the Economic OpportlUli ty Act which provided
community support for dropouts most often by way of out-of-schoo1
education and training opportunities to prepare them for successful
work experiences.

Job Corps provided remedial basic education and

training to youth aged 16 to 21 who had not completed high school and
were unable to obtain work. The Neighborhood Youth Corps provided work
experience for dropouts as an incentive to support their return to, or
persistence in, formal educational programs.

Comll\1mity Action Programs

supported tutorial methods for youth both in and out of school.

The

Manpower Act of 1965, operated through the state employment agencies,
provided testing and counseling for out-of-schoo1 youth aged 16 through
22, and contracted with both public and private educational agencies to
provide training responsive to current manpower needs.

The Vocational

Education Act of 1963 consolidated vocational education funds of prior
legislation to support state plans for vocational education and to
extend work-study opportunities for potential dropouts.

All of these

programs encouraged youth to remain in school or to attend special
training sessions, based upon the belief that a continuing educational
commitment would increase one's likelihood of securing work and
maintaining a job.
A large part of the literature on programmatic responses reflects
the implementation of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act

(ESR~)

of 1965, particularly Title I (now known as Chapter 1) which flUlded
supplementary educational programs for the disadvantaged.

In general,

supplementary programs fl'Ilded by Chapter I are designed to compensate
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or make up for presumed deficiencies in the learning experiences of
socially and/or educationally disadvantaged children.

Program goals

aim to impact widening gaps in achievement between the disadvantaged
and the advantaged groups as they move through the grades.

The

criteria for participation in ESEA compensatory programs closely
matches descriptive characteristics of potential and real dropouts.
Ornstein,

Levine, and Wi1derson (1975) explain that supplementary

programs were implemented to respond to disparities between groups; to
identify and effect the best educational practices to reverse those
disparities.
"deficit"

Compensatory educational programs center about assumed

characteristics

of

the

disadvantaged.

Many

of

these

characteristics are the same as those used to identify real and
potential dropouts.
The most frequent first step taken by schools to reduce the
disparities

of

achievement

is

diagnosiS

of

school-related

characteristics, and presciption for program responses in terms of
remediation in

the

basic

skills.

Most

compensatory educational

programs are implemented at the elementary level.

Carter (1984) points

out that there is no simple standard definition or description of
compensatory education as it consists of various programs, practices
and services which districts provide wi th the support of Chapter I
ftmding.

In general, the programs have two emphases:

emphasis

on

instructional

improved
emphasis

practice and delivery.

achievement
based

on

in

the

basic

a curricular

skills,

more-personalized

and

an

instructional
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for

compensatory

programs--Why the disparities?, Are they reversible?

How can we

~estions

asked

about

students

identified

accomplish the reverse?--are virtually the same questions addressed by
commentators in the dropout literature (Why do some students drop out
and not others? Can high school holding power be increased? What are
the most effective means of counteracting dropout?).

For both

disadvantaged students and potential dropouts these questions are
initially addressed by examining personal/social and school-related
characteristics which are typically congruent for both the disadvantaged
and the dropout populations.

In 1968, the ESEA was amended to include

Title VIII, Section 807 which funded Dropout Prevention Projects.
Programs were targeted at 15 year olds or late junior high and entering
high school student5, and consisted of counseling and often work-study
orientations, with occasional emphases on improved innovative curriculum
and

instruction.

Nineteen

public

local

educational

agencies

demonstrated innovative, supplementary programs to prevent dropouts in
target schools.

After four years implementation it was estimated that

in the target schools, the dropout rate was reduced by 52% (Underwood,
1980).
Mertens (1972) found that while remedial programs may improve
basic skills achievement, the remedial approach may not be the most
efficient means of preventing actual dropout because, in his view, poor
skills are not necessarily a primary cause of dropout; low achievement
is but a symptom.

Thornburg (1975) argued that high-risk students

should not be classified in terms of cultural disadvantagement and
compensatory educational programs because the group in question is not
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necessarily a "slow" learner group, but instead a group of "different
learners."
In examining supplementary programs and their impact on potential
dropout populations, Neill (1979) called for better articulation of all
progrrumnatic offerings to meet the needs of students failing in regular
programs.

Mahan and Johnson (1983) fotmd that 90% of their dropout

sample were eligible for special education programs or services and
recommended an emphasis on district support programs to keep students
in school.

Berlowitz and Durand (1976)

suggested that

remedial

programs, in addition to improving basic skills achievement, also seek
to improve student self-concept and reduce absenteeism- -all goals for
programs for potential dropouts.
Opposing themes are identified in Ross (1983), who ruled out
including students

identified for

special education services

in

supplementary interventions designed to keep students from dropping
out, on the grounds that the special education group already receives
appropriate attention within the school program.

Mertens

(1972)

reported on an Arkansas Dropout Project and concluded that while some
remedial support may help prevent early leaving, it may not be the most
efficient means if poor student achievement is only a symptom and not a
primalY cause of dropping out.

According to Mertens, ESEA Title VIII

dropout prevention projects were based on needs assessments based on
superficial theories of causality which do not provide a sound basis
for building programs to meet real educational needs.
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Students and School Organization
Fenstennacher (1977) pointed out that the flaw in programnatic
responses lies with their narrow focus; conventional education is less
likely to attend to the nature of the interaction between students
(with their multiple combinations of personal and school-related
characteristics) and the high school bureaucratic structure.

Instead

of considering an emphasis on the relations between students and the
organization, (briefly noted by dropout self-reports) schools typically
attempt to impact only part of the problem--the students--without
dealing with the broader implications of the student's interactions
with the organization.

Cicoure1 et a1.

organizational responses to student needs,

(1963),

in a study of

reported that schools

typically produce definitions of students which closely relate students'
academic and personal problems, with the result that clear responsive
educational treatments are obscured. Student problems are diagnosed as
characteristics of student's personalities, and are not considered in
relation to their educational experiences, even when the most frequent
description of the problem is academic failure, which is produced via
school instructional experiences.
Sewell et a1. (1981) critiqued the dropout literature in terms of
its narrow frame of reference. Viewing the problem of dropout in terms
of a match between school-related and personal/social characteristics
and the traditional functions of high school is severely limiting, in
their view, because it excludes a large number of dropouts who are able
students and falsely assumes homogeneity in the dropout population.
Their findings led them to suggest that a more appropriate research
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emphasis might be the secondary school process and its impact upon
students.

Among policies considered for re-examination were academic

policies of tracking, and discipline policies related to suspension.
Re-examination of traditional schooling practice emphasized alternative
organizational settings for instructional delivery.
Tracking.

The curricular policy of tracking (placing students in

relati vely homogeneous programs) is often considered in the dropout
literature.

Each level of education provides a kind of credential for

the next level, and the process of identifying and selecting students
begins early in the student's school career.

Brookover and Erickson

point out that students' assignments to various tracks influences "not
only what the students learn but also their abilities to learn"
(1969:37).

A 1964 NEA study found that students enrolled in the

regular general education track were estimated to have a 70% chance to
complete their programs while students enrolled in a vocational track
had a probability of graduating estimated at 50%.
Combs and Cooley (1968) used school records data for a group who
dropped out of the National Project Talent sample, and found that 73%
of the male dropouts and 64% of the females were in the general
curriculum track at the time of dropout though at high school entry
only 25% of the dropouts were in that track. Schaefer and Olexa (1971)
pointed to ''program and process" in their study of two midwestern
three-year high schools in which students were tracked into either
college-preparatory or non-college-prep programs.
school-related

characteristics

(father's

After personal and

occupation,

student

achievement and a measure of intelligence) were controlled,

the
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non-college-prep track students had higher rates of academic failure,
noninvolvement in extra- curricular activities, misbehavior, and a
chance of dropout nine times greater than that of the college-prep
track group.
In both Schaefer and Olexa and also Hargreaves (1967), a student's
academic status in a track was correlated with forms of school
avoidance, student misbehavior, and an erosion of student self-esteem.
Kelly and Pink (1973) concurred; high-risk students may not have a
legitimate status in the school organization, and tracking practices
could increase the probability of failure for some of them.

Kelly and

Pink found that a student's track position in school was a stronger
indicator of his commitment to school than his socio-economic status;
that more students with positive high school status have positive
feelings about school and about themselves as learners; that more are
likely to be involved in extra curricular activities, and that more
aspire to continued education.

Amove and Strout (1980) suggested that

compensatory treatments may in fact

have

supplanted

instead

of

supplemented the regular school program, and produced an entirely new
track for the disadvantaged and the potential dropout population.
Discipline

POlicy.

Suspension

and

frequently examined in relation to dropouts.

expulsion

policies

are

According to Berlowitz

and Durand (1976), a dropout may be better described as a "pushout--the
student, who through discriminatory treatment is excluded from school
or else is so alienated by the hostility of the school environment that
he or she leaves"

(1976:1).

Berlowitz and Durand suggest that

suspensIon and expulsion regulations contribute to dropout, when the
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lack of educational opportunity which results can be directly related
to a student's lack of success which leads u1 tirnate1y to his total
exclusion from school.

The Ber10witz and Durand theory was based upon

percentage analyses conducted by the Children's Defense
Washington

(1974)

which

pointed

out

that

poor,

Fund

minori ty ,

of
and

working-class children are disproportionately represented among public
school dropout populations, and thereby virtually excluded by practice
and policy from success in public schools.
Review of Alternative Schools Scudies
While traditional organizational responses may not appropriately
meet the needs of the potential dropout/high-risk group, alternative
schools studies suggest an institutional response which may have been
more successful.

Much of the literature describing institutional role

and responsibility for dropout is closely associated with alternative
schools studies; in addition to its emphasis on more personalized
curricular design and instructional delivery, the alternative schools
literature

considers

effects

of

structures, policy and regulations.

non-traditional

organizational

The public schools' contribution

to the development of alternative schools and programs has been
significant, both in support and design of recapture and intervention
treatments which have typically been implemented at the junior high
and/or high school level.
A co-focus of the 1960' s federal educational legislation led to
the development and proliferation of alternative schools in public and
private educational settings.

In the late sixties and early seventies,
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to respond to continuing high dropout rates and inability to meet the
needs of education for adolescent populations, a number of national
corronissions reported on ways school districts might respond to the
problems of youth.

One

of the most

frequent

suggestions

was

establishment of alternative schools and programs in addition to the
conventional high school program (Brown, 1973).
Deal (1975) describes the alternative movement as a departure from
the status quo of conventional schooling on six dimensions:

(a) roles

of those involved in the learning process, (b) curriculum, (c) teaching
methods, (d) authority and decision-making about what is to be learned,
(e) location, and, (f) time frame in which the learning occurs. Raywid
(1983) cites six elements which distinguish alternative education:
(a) distinct and identifiable administrative unit, (b) emphasis on
improved school climate, (c) participation by choice, (d) responsiveness
to particular unmet needs, (e) an impetus from its clients, and,
(f) attempts to address broader student development than merely the
cognitive.
In describing the early years of alternatives, Riordan (1972:9)
states that their development was enhanced by their attention to the
"complex political and pedagogical issues" which confront all schools.
Tyack (1974) pointed out one common pedagogical issue which alteratives
subscribed to was a consensus that differing learning experiences could
better meet differing learning needs.

Smith (1973) noted a common

political issue alternatives shared:

that educational options in

general, and alternative programs in particular, provide a means of
making education more responsive to students and parents, and that the
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opportunity to choose among options enhances one's commitment to
education.

Concern for meeting differing student needs was the

pedogogica1 impetus for the design of public alternative schools.
Discontent with traditional schools provided a political impetus for
their creation (Mccauley

&Dornbusch,

1978).

In general, two distinct kinds of alternatives have been developed
in public schools.
population.

Each meets the needs of a different student

Raywid

(1981)

describes the

generating factors

development of the two types of alternative schools:

for

(a) response to

student needs for challenge and diversity, which may be described in
terms of educational improvements and systems reforms, and (b) responses
to particular problems such as those of truant and potential dropout
populations, which may be described as systems-serving.
kinds

of

alternati ve

programs

and

schools

share

While both
many

basic

characteristics in their approach, the description of their populations
varies significantly;

the former definition calls for a student

population with a strong conunitment to education in general, coupled
with a desire for more appropriate learning environments; the potential
dropout lacks the same kind of conunitment and typically does not
ascribe value to the schooling process he has experienced.

While the

former student groups may be more academically able (though they may
choose not to participate in school), potential dropouts are generally
less successful in accepting and meeting the demands of a regular
school program.
Smith (1973)

found that at least a third of the nation's

approximately 1,500 school systems operate one or more alternatives.

37
Usually small in size, and located at the secondary level, alternatives
extend in range from upper-class college preparatory to magnets for
curricular specialization to special interest schools and programs
which attempt to meet the unmet needs of students typically described
as marginal, resistant, or high-risk.

Amove and Strout (1980) and

Raywid (1983) estimate that about a third of all alternative programs
and schools are targeted at high-risk student populations.
A variety of alternative programs and schools for the high-risk
population

are

reported

in

the

literature.

Opportunity

Industrialization Center (OIC) programs provide a career decision-making
orientation through counseling, career investigation, basic skills
instruction

related

to

career

experiences (Gibboney, Langsdorf

explorations

&Smith,

plus

hands-on

work

1975). GED programs are also

popular bases upon which to build supportive alternative re-entry
programs (Harris, Fields & Carter, 1983).

Beach and Halverson (1981)

found that public school alternative programs and schools in New York
were most effective in terms of remediation in basic skills, provision
for

enhancing commitment

to stay in school,

and

in providing

opportunities for work experiences for their high-risk populations.
When students required, or elected to acquire services outside the
public school system, Beach and Hal verson found fewer programs with
equally effective elements.
The alternative schools' literature suggests that the organization
they provide is one in which individual students can easily acquire
positive status within their more flexible, informal organization, and,
wi th the support of caring teachers, achieve the status necessary to
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have a successful school experience.

Participation in an alternative

operationalizas the system's flexibility in the eyes of the high-risk
students, and allows for greater academic success which in turn can
increase connnitment, and positive attitudes, and decrease disruption
and delinquency.
A more

open

and

flexible

setting

defines

the

alternative

environment, and both students and teachers perceive that they are able
to exercise a degree of autonomy impossible to achieve in a more
traditional setting (Nirenberg, 1977).

A nurturing quality of the

alternative school environment is reported by Bredemeier (1968) who
notes that student growth of a more holistic nature (including more
than the cognitive dimension) is the goal of alternative practice.

Mann and Gold speak to the personalized quality of alternative
education:

"From curricula whose level and pace meet students at their

current level of academic adjustment and achievement; and from teaching
styles that convey a sense of personal caring and support" (1981:15).
Research

on

organizational

variables

and

decision-making

capabilities of alternative school students and staffs has led to
conclusions about the importance of ownership and participation (Duke,
1978); of alternative school climate (Gowan, 1971; Kaplan

& Luck,

1977); and to support for the perception that student attitudes toward
schooling

are

uniformly

(McPartland

&Epstein,

more

1977).

positive

in

alternative

settings

Their smaller size, flexible scheduling,

relaxed rule structure and quality of teacher-student interactions have
been reported to produce a positive environment for learning and far
fewer behavior problems (Bredemeier, 1968).

Emphasis on counseling,
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flexible scheduling, and work-study are typically cited as popular
elements of alternatives (Abel, 1970).

Organizational models are

extensiv6ly described in the alternative schools literature; schoolwithin-a-school models (Nelsen, 1975), recapture programs (Altbuch &
St. George, 1981; Ross, 1983), and separate and unique programs (Smith,
Barr

&Burke,
Ghory

1976) are among the most commonly-reported.

and

Sinclair

(1978)

chronicled

the

development

of

alternative schools for a high-risk student population and hypothesized
that these groups perceive and internalize the mismatch between
themselves and the traditional educational process.

They recognize

that they are incapable of success within regular school programs, so
that they avoid a cOlJUlli tment to the schooling process, either by
continuing their attendance but effectively tuning out, or by taking
the final step and dropping out.
As alternatives respond to specific learning problem areas, and

wi'thin different
compensatory

environmental

effect

of

more

settings,

they have

traditional

extended the

supplementary programs.

Raywid's (1983) national survey of alternative schools and programs
indicated that 79% of them include basic skills development as a
primary goal.

They have provided a consistent supportive environment

for learning in which students may receive remedial training throughout
their schooling

experiences,

as

opposed to participating during

selective pullout educational programs.

In terms of instructional

practice in alternatives, Bredemeier (1968) states that practices are
common to the regular school program as well, but in regular schools
they are practiced less consistently and with less concentration.
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Barr, Colston and Parrett (1977), in a survey of alternative
program evaluations, concluded that achievement is typically the same
or better in terms of grade point average and basic skills gains; that
attitudes toward school,

teachers and the

learning process are

typically more positive; and that attendance improves and behavioral
disruptions decline.
preparation

for

For the long term, these results suggest positive

either

responsible work practice.

a

continuing

educational

commi tment

or

McPartland and Epstein (1977) concur that

negative perceptions for schooling are slowed, and improved commitment
results as a result of the alternative school experience.
Studies of educational alternatives for dropouts with related
behavior and delinquency problems are frequently reported.
Mann

Gold and

(1982) studied a group of alternative students with severe

behavioral
delinquency.

problems

including

chronic

truancy,

disruption

and

Their alternative program was designed according to the

assumption that student academic success is central to enhancing
self-esteem, that negative school experiences can provoke delinquency,
and that a school which provides academic support as well as close
teacher-student relationships can lead to improved success in school
and from there to improved behavior.

Gold and Mann distinguished

between their population in terms of the severity of their problems and
concluded that students who were less-anxious and less-depressed (even
though they were aware that they were perceived negatively within their
school system), were able to ignore their concerns by concentrating on
their successes in the alternative setting.

In that setting, their

self-concept for learning was enhanced and their achievement and
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behavior improved.

Gold and Mann pointed out that student successes

(in terms of renewed commitment to education and learning) and improved
behavior were achieved more because of the school's responsiveness than
because of the characteristics of the student population.

Altbuch and

St. George (1981) reported positive effects of an alternative elementary
program for delinquent youth.

The disruptive behavior of delinquent

youth drew attention away from
underlying frustrations.

their academic deficiencies and

The alternative program dealt "specifically

with this recognized but Wlclassified population, who would normally
fall through the cracks of the educational system or be incarcerated in
residential facilities" (1981 :227); achievement increased and behavior
improved.
Because the term "alternative" is often associated with programs
for groups of less-successful youth or problem students, in some
instances a stigma results which influences institutional support for
programs and denies appropriate student access to the program (Amove
Strout,

1980).

Referring

&

schools may then classify alternative

programs in terms of their general perceptions of students who attend
(~artland

& Epstein, 1977) before it is clear what aspect of each

alternative setting really benefits its clients.

When dropout is

accepted as a school system failure, "the responsibility resides with
the school system to find educational treatments which will meet the
needs of diverse populations" (M:Partland

&Epstein,

1977:32). Whether

this has been the premise upon which alternatives were fOWlded is
questionable; that they are producing the desired effect with potential
dropout students is a reality.
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Arnove and Strout (1980) reported a concern that the special
setting of an alternative for high-risk students can lead to their
social isolation within the larger school system and can result in an
alternative track which may not be in the best interests of the
high-risk population.

They suggest that the process of tracking

reinforces social distinctions and is cOlUlterproducti vee

Therefore,

the notion of choice, so critical to the rationale of alternative
school development, has limited possibilities.

One could reasonably

conclude that alternative programs produce their own kind of tracks;
that student self-selection or referral to an alternative in effect
denies

equal

kinds

of

learning

opportunities.

The

fact

that

participants in such programs attend them with more frequency, with
less disruption, and with increased achievement seems to imply that
students' acceptance of the alternative, though it be a track, is still
perceived positively, and as a viable structure in which to learn,
meanwhile

reinforcing

educational process.

a

student's

continuing

ccmm.i tment

to

the

Blum and Spangehl (1982) argue that such tracks

may be both appropriate and effective for high risk student populations.
Arnove and Strout (1980) also posed the question of what impact
alternatives have had on the educational system of which they are
part.

They suggest that it is conceivable that alternative schools may

have positive outcomes in terms of attendance, achievement behavior and
persistance rate, while the regular program may continue to suffer with
all three problems for,

"as soon as one group of dissident and

disruptive students are channeled to alternatives, other students are
likely to replace them within the conventional school system' (1980:30).
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Barr (1978) regards the alternative schools movement as a major reform
strategy for innovative and responsible practice within an otherwise
remarkably ''monolithic'' delivery system.

There are always questions

about whether students in different alternative programs are much the
same, and about the efficiency of different programs themselves; Barr
has written that "The most crucial issue as far as choice is concerned,
is that various options be different from one another and from the
comprehensive school program available in a given school district.
This demand for distinctiveness is often missing in options school
programs.", (1978: 13) • Duke (1978) studied 40 alternative schools and
found their organizational dimension to be more significant than either
their pedagogy or their student achievement outcomes.

He concluded

that "contemporary alternatives constitute a direct challenge to the
way schools have been organized and administered" (1978:41).
School districts organize

in order to provide

students

an

intelligible and rational progression through their public schooling.
Resource constraints may not allow for uniform service delivery to all
students at all organizational levels, but, there may be common
educational experiences in regular, supplementary, and alternative
programs which serve to strengthen a student's commitment to school.

0lAPTER III
METIIODS AND PROCEDURES

This study employs elements of naturalistic inquiry to describe
how students within a district's
alternative setting.
framework

regular program came

to

the

The study begins with formulation of a conceptual

describing potential

dropouts;

a

framework

which

was

developed from three bodies of literature reviewed.
Data were collected to determine the viability of the framework
for describing an urban district's alternative high school population,
and to produce a description of an alternative student sample and their
educational experiences within a school district. Educational histories
prior to alternative school entry were traced through district records
and doct.Dnents for a sample of 757 alternative high school students.
Focused interviews were conducted with 81 students from the study
sample to obtain student perceptions on their regular and alternative
educational experiences within the district. An analysis was conducted
for the purpose of describing 1) how a district's alternative high
school population fits traditional descriptions of high-risk, 2) how
the students came to the alternatives, and 3) to identify possible
relationships between regular and alternative educational experiences.
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Research Design
This study is an exploratory one which has used some of the methods
of a naturalistic inquiry.

One goal of naturalistic inquiry is to

increase the understanding of complex issues by 1) clarifying and
better defining them, 2) investigating related perceptions of those
issues, and 3) generating data to support their further study (House,
1980; Stake, 1976).

The method of naturalistic inquiry is often

described as an "inductive process" which begins from an initial
framework and goes on to the development of guiding questions (Babbie,
1975; Wolf

&Tymitz,

1977).

These preliminary steps serve to focus and

bound data collection procedures, and provide a structure for analysis
as well (Guba, 1978).
Because complex issues often occur over time, data collected may
be retrospective and procedures may work backwards from the present
(fuuse, 1980).

While naturalistic studies often include descriptive

statistics (sometimes with attention to trends or patterns), more often
data collected are qualitative

&Biklen,

1982).

~id

require descriptive analyses (Bogdan

If the preliminary steps of naturalistic method have

been followed, the analyses respond to the guiding questions and
thereby amplify the initial framework which structured the inquiry
(Guba, 1978; House, 1976).
Wolf and Tymitz (1977) state that naturalistic inquiry begins with
an initial framework which is reworked inductively throughout the
process of data collection.

The Chapter II review of literature

described alternative high school students, students in supp1ementary/
compensatory programs and potential dropouts in remarkably similar
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terms.

The similarity extended beyond student characteristics, to

descriptions of common programmatic responses provided by schools.
Observation of the educational programs available in an urban district
indicates a diversity among program offerings in addition to the
"regular" school program.
suggest

the

possibility

While both the literature and observations
of

relationships

between

regular

and

alternative experiences, studies have not focused on relationships
between students' historical educational experiences in regular and
alternative programs. Within the district selected as a site for this
study, data regarding potential dropout/high-risk alternative students
have not been previously examined.

Therefore, a preliminary step

sometimes used in naturalistic studies--the development of a conceptual
framework--is a useful way to approach the investigation of those
students and their educational experiences.
Procedures
In order to systematically proceed with this investigation, group
characteristics and related school responses described in aU three
bodies of literature were summarized and organized
propositions.

into eleven

These propositions served as a conceptual framework

which guided the data collection, presentation and analysis.

If

alternative students were identifiable in terms of supplementary/
compensatory characteristics, and dropout characteristics as well, one
would expect to find a history of responsive educational treatments
provided these students beyond the regular school program and prior to
alternative entry. An interview was designed for alternative students
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with the longest tenure in the school system, in order to collect their
perceptions of their educational careers in both the regular and
alternative setting.

The presentation and analysis of these historical

data were expected:

1) to explain how students came through the

regular program to the alternative school, and 2) to identify ways in
which these data can be useful to inform a school system's response to
the needs of potential dropouts.
In order to pursue the question of how students came to the
alternative, a preliminary pilot study was conducted to determine who
the alternative students were in terms of characteristics, and how long
they had been in the district; if the group entered the school system
during high school, neither characteristics nor earlier educational
experiences could be reliably traced.

A second reason for the pilot

study was to identify which characteristics were consistently reported
for each year of district enrollment.

For those variables not reported

in the Student Data Base (for example, socio-economic status), other
district information sources were accessed.

If none were available

(for example, the stability of home life) an interview question was
written in order to capture the information at least for the interview
subsample.
The historical data collection worked backwards from the 1983-84
alternative program enrollment.

Records for each active/inactive

student were produced for 1983-84, and for each previous year of
enrollment back to a student'S first entry to the district.

Data were

summarized for each of the five alternative programs in the study, and
also in terms of four district entry categories (K-2 primary; 3-5
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elementary; 6-8 middle; 9-12 high school).

An interview was conducted

with students who had been enrolled in the district since their primary
years;

the

interview

questions

paralleled

the

historical

data

collection, and worked backwards from the context of the 1983-84
alternative program.
Without a formal hypothesis to test,

the

investigation was

open-ended both in terms of identification and selection of historical
Nevertheless, both proceeded according to a set of specific

data.

propositions drawn from the literature review, and with an emphasis
upon those variables a school system may reasonably be expected to
effect.

Before

constructing

fonnal

hypotheses

regarding

early

identification of potential dropouts by participation in supplementary/
compensatory and alternative programs,

it would be necessary to

determine if a sufficient literature-related description was available
within students' historical records, and if there were identifiable
patterns among the data to suggest the potential for addressing a
specific hypothesis regarding the population.
Sample
Five alternative high school programs within an urban school
district were identified for the study.

The five were selected based

on their legitimacy within the system, as evidenced by their support by
the district general fund, and evaluations which have been conducted to
determine program outcomes and effects. Each of the five is an example
of an alternative school model defined in the literature.

One is a

continuation school which provides "for students whose education has
been (or might be) interrupted" (Smith, Barr & Burke, 1976).

Another
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is a separate and tmique continuous progress school with a vocational
curriculum.

The remaining are schools-within-a-schoo1.

A description

of the five programs and schools is in Appendix A.
The study sample included 757 students, active and inactive, grades
9-12, enrvl1ed during 1983-84, in the five alternative programs.

The

total N were examined in relation to characteristics of high risk-personal/social,
participation.

school-related,

and

supplementary

A sub-sample of 81 students were interviewed.

program
During

the fourth quarter of the 1983-84 school year, a list of actively
enrolled alternative program students was requested from the district
Data Processing department.

Data Processing history tapes were examined

to identify which of the actively enrolled students had entered the
district system during primary years K-2.

Lists of names of active K-2

entrants were distributed to alternative program directors to confirm
each student's fourth quarter enrollment status.

Letters were sent and

telephone calls were made to both students and parents requesting
permission for (and agreement to participate in) student interviews.
Eighty-one alternative students responded and agreed to participate in
the interview.

It is important to note that two criteria for interview

were 1) entry to the district at K-2; and 2) active enrollment in the
alternative program during the fourth quarter of the 1983-84 school
year.
Data Sources
Five major data sources were accessed for this study: 1) District,
Special Instruction, and District-Wide Programs documents and records,
2) Student Master file, and Master Course Directory, 3) Management

so
lnfonnation Service documents and records, 4) Department of Research
and Evaluation Test Data Base,

S)

Focused interviews conducted with a

sub-sample of 1983-84 alternative high school students who had been in
the district since K-2.
District

Documents.

The

Policies

and

Regulations

Handbook

provided definitions and policies and regulations regarding Special
Education, Chapter I, and alternative services and programs. Documents
from the Department of Special Instruction provided a description of
Special Education services
interpretation of

available to district

service-provider codes.

students,

and

District-Wide Programs

Documents provided descriptions of alternative schools and programs
available to district students; additional information and evaluations
of those programs were examined in reports produced by the district's
Department of Research and Evaluation.
Student Master File.

The Student Master File contains information

by student identification number for each year of district enrollment.
For this study, the Student Master File was accessed to identify the
1983-84 active and inactive population of the five district alternative
programs, and to trace historical enrollment information for the total
sample.

Figure 3 displays information for each student for every year

of his or her enrollment in the district.
Ilemor,rllJlhic

""dress/Enrollfllent

Scwent identification
numher
StuJent n:llne
Sex
IlLhllic c.,tenory
!Jilte of bi rth

Address
Entry/leave coJe
aml dates
Grllde level
School

Fi 1:llre 3.

lllronl~lt iOIl

district enrollment

Supplementary
Prtll:ram
S!,ecilll I'Juc:1tinn
Disposition
Chapter 1

I'roviJcd by the StuJellt Master J:i Ie r(lr each y<'ar of
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The supplementary educational treatments examined in this study
were those offered formally and provided district-wide:
Special Education, and other alternative programs.

Chapter I,

Only programs

designed to provide service to identified high-risk populations with
corresponding entry requirements based on stated criteria were included.
Regular school electives were not considered in this study; nor were
the wide variety of programmatic specializations which high schools
develop to enrich, expand, or reinforce their regular program offerings.
Two assumptions of this part of the study were (a) that students
identified for supplementary services did exhibit an educational need
for the service, and (b) that supplementary programs followed procedures
according to established criteria for participant identification.
A limitation of the Student Master File data was that while
participation in Special Education requires extensive and systematic
screening procedures, participation in Chapter I is largely based on
low achievement score and/or teacher judgment. The Student Master File
does not indicate which criteria were used for Chapter I identification.
Management Information Services.

The Office of Youth Services

Suspension Log (maintained by Management Information Services) provides
numbers, reasons for, dates of student suspension and re-entry for
individual students. The Log includes descriptor codes for five general
Reasons for Suspension:

(a) Attendance, (b)

Behavior with other

students, (c) Behavior with staff, (d) Unacceptable individual behavior,
and, (e) Criminal behavior.
Management Information Services Enrollment Reports from 1972
through the present chronicle school building code changes, school
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closures, and in-building grade level organizational changes.
Department of Research and Evaluation.

Student achievement on

district basic skills tests is recorded on the Department of Research
and Evaluation Test Data Base.
Identification numbers of individual students in the study sample
were entered into the Test Data Base to produce achievement scores for
mathematics, reading, and language usage.

Achievement scores are

obtained from district-wide administered tests given fall and spring of
each year for grades 3-8.

Scores were associated with each study

sample student's record.
In the fall of 1983, a preliminary pilot study was conducted which
verified the accessibility, validity, and usefulness of information
provided by the data sources.

The pilot study is described in

Appendix B.
Interview.

An informal, structured, but open-ended interview was

designed for use with a sub-sample of actively enrolled alternative
students, who had spent the majority of their edLtCational careers in
the district.

The purpose of the interview was to elici t student

perceptions of their educational experiences in the district and their
impressions of the circumstances which led to their entry to the
alternative programs.

Bogdan and Biklen (1982; 59) suggest that an

interview is particularly fitting for a study emphasizing interactions
of a group with an educational institution over time.

Eliciting

student perceptions of their educational experiences supports sustained
attention on a school system's responsiveness to individual student
needs.
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Questions for the interview were designed to elicit student
perceptions of their educational experiences in terms of the student's
academic and social attitudes and behavior in both regular and
alternative programs.

The

interview also

addressed

the

guiding

question of how the students came to the alternative school.
Alternative school directors or principals reviewed the interview
schedule.

The researcher arranged for a limited field-test in the

spring of 1984.

Seven high school students in attendance at two

private alternative schools in the area participated in the field
test.

At the end of each hour-long interview, the students gave the

researcher their impressions of the format, content, and language used
to state the questions.

A follow-up group discussion was conducted

with the first three field-test participants.

As a result of the

student comments, some language was adapted to reflect the common
student vocabulary and questions which produced repetitive responses
were deleted.
Directors of the five alternative schools in the study sample
distributed

parent/guardian consent

forms

to

identified for participation in the interview.

students

who

were

Four of the schools

distributed the consent form and explanatory cover letter on their own
stationery.

Students at the fifth school received the information by

mail from the researcher.
The interviews were conducted during school hours in a separate
room at each of the five alternative schools selected for the study.
Prior to each interview, the consent form was read aloud and students
were encouraged to ask any questions about the interview procedures.
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Consent forms were signed by student interviewees.

The researcher read

each item on the schedule during each interview, and student responses
were written verbatim.
recorded.

Where probes were used, their wording was

When students volunteered information beyond a description

of educational experiences, comments were not

recorded.

Average

interview time was forty-five minutes per student.

See Appendix C for

a copy of the interview schedule, explanatory letters, consent forms.
Presentation of Data and Analysis
The propositions of high risk were re-stated in a series of
related questions.
were collected for

Data from school district records and doctDnents
each series of questions,

and

arranged

in

cross-tabulated frequency distributions and percentages to serve as
responses to the study questions in terms of the total study sample
(N=757).

A Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) program

provided most frequency distributions and cross-tabulations; when data
were manageable, distributions and cross-tabs were done by hand.

Data-

response displays were analyzed according to the propositions for high
risk.
Interview responses were summarized according to the alternative
students' experience-based perceptions of their academic and social
performance and status in both· regular and alternative educational
programs.
Figure 4 outlines the inquiry process from literature review to
conceptual framework, related questions and identification of data
sources.

PropoSitions

Series 01 Related Questions
OrientIng Ouest Ions

(TopIC list)
Whet grMe levels are re:lresentea 10 lne alternatives"
What IS tile ratio Of mole to female stuo~,..ts?
Wlllcll ethniC c~teg~nei are re~re.e,..tea? Wllet oroportion at tile POC'Jlal.IOn 15 e~IlI'IC mInority"
Wllet proportIon Of tile :lopulOtlOn 15 loe",tlfled for law
SE5 per pertlclPl\tlOn In Free/Reoucea lunCh?
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Limi tat ions
While many studies examine inter-related variables of dropout to
isolate the cause of dropout, this study does not.

The study is an

attempt to examine a complex issue from a different perspecti ve- -in
order to encourage identification of specific school-related descriptors
which can be impacted to reduce dropout.

Nor is this a conventional

study of dropouts; many students in alternative programs may have
dropped out of school for some portion of their high school careers,
but during 1983-84, the study sample students were enrolled in district
alternative programs and schools.

This particular group of students,

therefore, is not necessarily representative of those who have departed
from formal public education with no intention of returning.

However,

if the study sample conforms to traditional descriptive characteristics
it is representative of potential dropout/high-risk populations.
It is important to note that while the study has been guided by
elements of naturalistic methodology, it does not conform precisely to
any specific set of naturalistic "rules." Key elements of naturalistic
inquiry contributed to the research design. For example, the researcher
sought a perspective on a complex issue (dropout)

to

increase

understanding of the issue and clarify the population characteristic
needs upon which educational responses are built.

The study did not

proceed from a theory, but the presentation and analysis of data can be
useful to generate or support extant theories about the dropout.

0lAPTER IV
FINDINGS
The findings are organized in three parts:
conceptual

framework,

b)

description

of

(a) presentation of a

the

potential

dropout

population according to propositions drawn from the literature, and
(c) summary of student reflections of the regular and alternative
educational experience.
Conceptual Framework
All three bodies of literature report similar characteristics for
potential dropouts, participants in compensatory and supplementary
educational programs, and alternative school students.

However, in

order to provide more than a traditional needs assessment-perspective
in terms of generalized population descriptors (upon which the school
has little influence), an investigation of educational experiences
(including student perceptions of those experiences) which emphasize
factors the school can either respond to or directly influence must be
examined.
Blum and Spangehl (1982) suggest that this approach considers
students less according to deficit characteristics and more in terms of
"high-risk," a term which "describes the individual student's attitudes
and behavior in relation to the educational system by focusing on the
probability of his or her academic success or failure, a sphere in
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which educators can have direct influence" (Bltun & Spangehl, 1982: 5).
Variables which underly the notion of high risk include cognitive
ability,

task motivation and performance,

locus of control,

and

self-esteem.

Cognitive ability is typically defined in terms of

achievement.

Task motivation and performance links learning tasks to

individual students in terms of socio-cultura1 experience combined with
abilities.

Blum and Spangehl suggest that students need to understand

their abilities in order to inform self-concept and to obtain that
sense of control which will support their active participation in
learning experiences.
Student characteristics and related school responses described in
each of the three bodies of literature were slDIllJlarized and organized
into eleven propositions which served as a conceptual framework and
guided the statement of orienting questions, data collection procedures
and analysis.
Propositions for

High~Risk

According to propositions drawn from the literature, one would
expect that students enrolled in programs for potential dropouts would:
1. Have an experience of drop out at age 16, at grade ten, or at the
transition period between elementary and high school (Cook, 1956;
Hawaii, 1968; Snepp, 1953; U.S. Department of Labor, 1960).
2. More often be male (though there are not significant differences
in numbers of males and female dropouts) (Grant & Eiden, 1980;
Snepp, 1953).
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3.

Include an over-representation of ethnic and racial minorities
(Ber1owitz

&Durand,

1976; Kaplan

&Luck,

1977; Sexton, 1984; U.S.

Department of Labor, 1960).
4.

Have a history of high transfer/mobility among schools both within
and between school districts (Ber1owitz & Durand, 1976; Bledsoe,
1959; Cervantes, 1965; Cook, 1956; Layton, 1953; Stroup

&Robins,

1972).
5. Be from families of lower socio-economic status (Bachman et a1.,
1971; Layton, 1953; Lichter, et a1., 1962; Scales, 1969; Stroup
Robins, 1972; Tesseneer

&Tesseneer,

&

1958), whose family life may

be characterized as unstable, weak or broken (Bachman et a1., 1971;
Cervantes, 1965; Gragg, 1949; U.S. Department of Labor, 1960).
6.

More often be lower-achieving in terms of reading (Beck & Muia,
1981; Conant, 1961), in terms of being two or more years behind in
basic skills (Mahan & Johnson, 1983; U.S. Department of Labor,
1960), in terms of secondary-level credit accumulation (Ross, 1983;
Schreiber, 1964; Tesseneer & Tesseneer, 1958; Thornburg, 1975),
and have been retained in grade for at least one year (Jablonsky,
1970; Kaplan & Luck, 1977; Lichter et a1., 1962; Scales, 1969;
Stroup

&Robins,

1972; U.S. Department of Labor, 1960).

7. Have a record of chronic poor attendance (Ber1owitz & Durand,
1976; Cervantes, 1965; Hicks, 1969; Kaplan

&Luck,

1977; Layton,

1953; Lichter et a1., 1962; Ross, 1983, Stroup & Robins, 1972).
While attendance definitions vary, absences in excess of ten days
per year are commonly reported.
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8.

Have low participation in extra-curricular activities (Cervantes,
1965; Gragg, 1949; Livingston, 1958; Scales, 1969; Snepp, 1953).

9.

Have school-related behavioral and discipline problems (Beck

&

Muia, 1981; Cervantes, 1965; Hicks, 1969; Kaplan & Luck, 1977;
Scales, 1969; Snepp, 1953) which contribute to a high rate of
suspension and/or expulsion (Berlowitz

&Durand,

1976; Children's

Defense Fund, 1960).
10.

If low-achieving and/or educationally disadvantaged be eligible to
receive

basic

skills

remediation

during

elementary

school

(Berlowitz & Durand, 1976; Carter, 1984; Mertens, 1972), or be
eligible for participation in special education programs (Mahan

&

Johnson, 1983) and alternative schools (Arnove & Strout, 1980;
Raywid, 1984).
11. Give the following common reasons for dropout:

feelings of

non-belonging and/or lack of status in the school organization,
and an absence of help and encouragement to remain in school
(Mahan & Johnson,

1983; Oregon Department of Education, 1981;

Snepp, 1953; Thornburg, 1975; U.S. Department of Labor, 1960).

Demographic

description

Propositions 1, 2, 3.
academic

deficit

of

the

population

is

provided

in

Propositions 4-6 include personal-social, and
characteristics.

Propositions

7-8

include

social/behavioral symptoms correlated with student perceptions of
reasons

for

dropout.

While

demographic

data,

personal-social

characteristics, and behavioral symptoms are correlates of potential
dropout and provide a broad description of a generalized student
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population, these descriptors are not equally helpful in determining an
educational response to student needs. Focus on Propositions 6, 9, 10,
11, 12 support an emphasis on those student attitudes and behaviors
which an educational system can reasonably impact -- educational
performance and

achievement;

motivation,

locus

of

control,

and

self-esteem as it is affected by the educational experience.
In this

study,

educational

histories,

as

well

as

student

perceptions of their experiences will be examined to identify high-risk
factors which schools can respond to and/or influence.
Description of the Sample Population
What grade levels are represented in the alternative programs?
What is the ratio of male and female sttdents?
Table I

displays grade level, male/female, and total student

enrollment/in the five study sample programs coded A-E.

The size of

the study body served in each program varies and so does its high-school
grade level (9-12) representation.
Program A served 47 students, Bserved 385, C served 211, D 83 and
E 31. Programs A, B, C are separate and unique alternative programs. D
and E are schoo1s-within-a-school.

While Programs A, D, and E more

often receive students through informal referral/transfer from regular
high schools, B and C usually limit enrollment to students who have
formally dropped out of a regular high school program.
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Program A has the most balanced grade-level population; 21% to 30%
of its students are enrolled at each level.

Programs Band C (which

limit their enrollment to high school dropouts) serve more students at
grades eleven and twelve.

Forty-eight percent of Program B students

are twelfth graders, 34% eleventh graders, 17% are in grade ten and 1%
in grade nine.

In Program C, 36% of the students are in grade twelve,

26% in grade eleven, 24% in grade ten, and 14% in grade nine. Programs
A, B, C (separate and unique alternative models) each serve more
students at grades eleven and twelve than at nine and ten.
Approximately 80% of the students enrolled in Programs D and E
(schools-within-a-school) are in the ninth and tenth grades. Program D
has a greater percentage (50%) and larger number (41) of ninth grade
students than any other sample program.

Program E has the largest

percentage of tenth graders (45%). TWelve percent of the students in D
and 16% of the students in E.are eleventh graders; 8% of D and 7% of E
are in grade twelve.
Overall, 65% of the study sample students are in grades eleven and
twelve, and 35% are in grades nine and ten.

Students enrolled in the

study sample alternatives are somewhat older than the potential dropout
population described in the literature as in grade ten or at the
transition from eighth to ninth grade.
Fifty-four percent of the alternative population is male, 46% is
female.

The gender ratio is fairly consistent across all grade levels

and programs with the exception of Program E which has nearly twice as
many females

as

males.

These

figures

are

similar

to

gender

characteristics presented in the literature which indicate that while
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more males than females drop out, there are not large differences in
the nunbers.
What proportion of the alternative population is ethnic minority?
Students in the study sample program were identified according to
five race/ethnic categories--American Indian, White, Black, Oriental,
Hispanic.
school

Each category except White is an ethnic minority in the

district.

Table II

presents

the

race/ethnic

categories

represented in each sample program.

TABLE II
Race/Ethnic Category by Alternative Program

A

CATEGORY

E

Total Ethnic
Participation

11
(3%)

6
(3%)

3
S
(4%) (16%)

2S
(3%)

336
(87%)

136
(65%)

68
22
(82%) (71%)

609
(80% )

N

27
(7%)

54
(26%)

9
3
(11%) (10%)

93
(12%)

N

1
(3%)

9
(4%)

10
(3%)

6
(3%)

American Indian

N

White

N

Black
Oriental
Hispanic

ALTERNATIVE ffiOGRAMS
D
C
B

N

47
(l00%)

10
(1%)

3
(4%)

1
(3%)

20
(3%)
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Nineteen

percent

of

the

total

alternative

population

was

identified as ethnic minority; 12% Black, 3% American Indian, 3%
Hispanic, and 1% Oriental.

Program B and C included representatives of

each ethnic category. Program A had no ethnic minorities and Program D
and E had no Oriental students enrolled.

The largest percentage of

Black students (26%) was served in Program C and Program E had the
largest American Indian (16%) representation.
What proportion of the alternative population are identified as low
socio-economic status?
To describe student socio-economic status, participants in Free and
Reduced Lunch were counted.

Data were not available for 211 students

(28% of the total sample) in Program C which is conducted during evening

hours.

Table III displays the Free and Reduced Lunch participants by

alternative program.

TABLE III
Free/Reduced Lunch Participation by Alternative Program

Alternative
Program

Free
Lunch

Reduced
Lunch

Sum of

Freel

Reduced

NonTotal
Participants

A

N

21

3

24

23

47

B

N

105

12

117

268

385

D

N

15

4

19

64

83

E

N

9

1

10

21

31

Total

N

20
(4%)

170
(31%)

376
(69%)

546

150
(27%)
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Overall, 31% of the students for whom there were data were
identified for low socio-economic status according to participation in
the Free and Reduced Lunch program. Twenty-four students in Program A,
117 in Program B, 19 in Program D, and 10 in E were identified.
How long has the alternative population been enrolled in the district?
What is the population's transfer/mobility history?
Student

transfer/mobility

has

been examined

in

four

ways:

(a) Longevity within the district, (b) frequencies of school changes
during district enrollment, (c) duration of alternative enrollment
during 1983-84, and (d) enrollment status of the study sample at the
end of the 1983-84 school year.
Table IV presents district entry categories for all of the study
sample population except seven students for whom data on grade-level
entry were not available.

TABLE IV
Alternative Students'

9

Entry Category

1983-84 Grade Level

GRADE LEVEL
11

10

12

Total

54
(70%)

91
(12%)

117
(16%)

94
(13%)

356
(48%)

(2~)

13

17
(20%)

28
(40%)

59
(8%)

117
(16%)

N

15
(2%)

20
(3%)

18
(2%)

33
(4%)

86
(11%)

N

14
(2%)

36
(5%)

53
0%)

88
(12%)

191
(25%)

96
(13%)

164
(22%)

216
(29%)

274
(37%)

750
(100% )

Primary
(K-2)

N

Elementary
(3-5)

N

Middle School
(6-8)
High School
(9-12)
Total

Entr~ Catego~ b~
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Fifty-two percent of the sample population transferred into the
district after grade two.

In terms of separate entry categories, the

largest number of students, 356 students (45% of the total) have been
in the district since primary.

For 264 of these students, enrollment

has been continuous; 92 students entered during primary but left the
district for varied periods.

Twenty-five percent of the student sample

enrolled during high school, 16% during their intermediate elementary
years, and 11% during middle school.
Seven percent of the students who entered during primary are in
grade nine, 12% in grade ten, 16% are eleventh graders, and 13% are in
grade twelve.

Students who entered the district during elementary and

middle school are fairly evenly distributed across grades nine through
twelve; 'Chose who entered during middle school represent between 2-4%
and elementary enrollees account for 2-8% of the enrollment across the
grades.

The majority of high school enrollees (12%) are in grade

twelve, 7% are in grade eleven, 5% in ten and 2% in grade nine.

The

majority of eleventh and twelfth graders entered the district during
either their primary or high school years.
Table V presents 1983-84 alternative program enrollment according
to district entry categories.
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TABLE V

Entrr Category br Alternative Program
ALTERNATIVE ffiOGRAMS
Entry Category

A

B

C

D

E

Total

101
(49%)

50
(60%)

20
(65%)

356

26

Primary
(K-2)

N

31
(66%)

154
(40%)

Elementary
(3-5)

N

8
(17%)

(19%)

7
(8%)

4
(13%)

117

(Ut)

Middle School

N

5

48
(13%)

15
(7%)

14
(17%)

4
(13%)

86

(11%)

(6-8)

72

High School
(9-12)

N

3
(6%)

109
(28%)

64
(31%)

12
(15%)

3
(9%)

191

Total

N

47

383

206

83

31

750

Sixty percent or more of the students enrolled in Programs A, D,
and E, 40% of Program B, and 49% of Program C enrollees have been in
the district since K-2.

Programs B and C respectively serve 28% and

31% of all the students who enrolled during high school.
What is the rate of school transfer for students who have been in the
district for various periods of longevity?
Table VI. displays frequencies of school transfer after district
enrollment. Because the district is organized into elementary, middle,
and high schools, students would be expected to attend at least three
different schools if they had been enrolled for their entire school
career.

TABLE VI
Freguencv of School Changes bv Entry Catel!or'V

I\umber of in-District School Chanl!es
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

S

9

10

11

10

29

68

70

57

38

31

IS

16

7

S

5

9

29

25

19

15

9

3

1

-

9

19

25

IS

10

4

S9

5S

30

10

3

1

0

Entry Category
Primary (K-2)
Elementary (3-5)
"fiddle School (6-S)
High School (9-12)
Total

87
132
116
82
87
89
(12\) (11\) (12\) (lS\) (15\) (12\)

1

12

13
4

1

1

Average
nlIl1ber of
school changes
5
4

3
1

57
(S\)

40
(5\)

22

17

(3\)

(2\)

7
(1\)

9

(1~)

4
1
(.1\) (.5\)

0lD
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Overall, 52% of the alternative students transferred three or
fewer times during their district enrollment, 48% transferred three or
more times. Primary enrollees averaged five in-district school changes;
the elementary student average was four, the middle school average was
three.

Students enrolled since the primary and elementary grades have

a wider range of transfer frequencies than students who entered during
middle and high school.
What is the duration of 1983-84 alternative program participation?
Table VII displays frequencies of enrollment duration in months
for each of the five study sample programs.

Table VII
Duration Frequencies in Months by Alternative Program

4

5

5

,

8

9

Total

1

5

5

2

2

27

47

44

41

46

31

25

32

119

385

40

39

26

17

12

11

6

26

211

8

8

12

7

10

1

3

2

32

83

N

3

2

1

2

3

4

0

12

31

N

63

84

96

77

52

45

42

216

757

0%)

(6%)

Alternative
Program

1

2

A

N

3

2

B

N

15

32

C

N

34

D

N

E

TOTAL

3

MJN1HS ATIENDED

4·
82

(8%) (11%) (13%) (10%) (11%)

(5%) (29%) (100%)

= 1011
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TABLE XX
MEAN VALUES WITH STANDARD ERRORS FOR DENSITY WITHIN
PLOTS HAVING DIFFERENT LEVELS OF INFECTION

Plot Size

Tree Size

Infection
Level
Light 2
Medium
Heavy

One Sq. Meter

Seedlings
« 6 cm ht.)

25 Sq. Meters

Saplings
(>6 cm,
< 2 m ht.)

Light

Immature Trees
(> 2 m ht.,
<16 cm d.b.h.

Light
Medium
Heavy

50 Sq. Meters

100 Sq. Meters Mature Trees
(d.b.h. >
14.5 cm)

Medium
Heavy

Light
Medium
Heavy

No. of Plants
0.44 + 0.13 a b
0.68 -±. 0.l4 ba
1. 41 + 0.30
a
0.54 + 0.15
4.10 + 1. 22b
9.32 + l.llc
a
1. 70 + 0.25 b
3.48 + 0.35 b
4.29 ± 0.42
a
4.02 + 0.34
a
4.72 + 0.37 a
4.73 + 0.25

-

lWithin a column pertaining to a particular plot
size, any pair of mean values that do not have at least one
common leter are significantly different, (p < 0.05).
2sample sizes for lightly, moderately, and heavily
infected plots were 50, 50, and 100 respectively.
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TABLE XXI
MEAN VALUES WITH STANDARD ERRORS FOR D.B.H. OF
MATURE TREES IN PLOTS WITH £IFFERENT
LEVELS OF INFECTION
Mean D.B.H.
(cm)
Light (n
Medium (n
Heavy (n

= 201)
= 236)

= 473)

22.90 + 0.5l a
b
20.23 + 0.3l
20.05 + 0.22b

lAny pair of mean values that do not have the same
letter in common are significantly different, (p < 0.05).
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heavily infected stands was determined by two-way ANOVA to
be significantly less than opposite lightly infected stands
(Figures 4 and 5).
DISCUSSION
Mortality occurs during each stage in the population
life cycle, thereby reducing the number of individuals in a
cohort.

Stand density would mirror the effects of infec-

tion on seed production (reduction in size) if there was no
effect (increase) in age specific survival.

My review has

shown that survival rates vary between lightly and heavily
infected stands.
Dwarf mistletoe reduces the number of seeds produced
by its lodgepole host.

As a result, the mean number of

seeds produced per square meter of forest floor was reduced
in heavily infected plots, and the mean number of seeds
that reached the floor and germinated declined with the
level of infection.
Survival of one year old seedlings was significantly
higher in heavily infected plots than in lightly infected
plots.

This increased survival negates the effects of

lower germling density (and seed production) in these same
plots, as indicated by the consistent (but insignificant)
increase in one year old seedling density with the level of
infection.

The number of safe-sites which are suitable for

survival after germination apparently limits seedling
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TABLE XII

Achievement on Reading, Math, and Language Tests

Alternative
Program

Readin~

Pass NO ass

Math
Pass No Pass

Language
Pass No Pass

A

N

35
(75%)

12
(25%)

32
(68%)

15
(32%)

39
(S5%)

7
(I5%)

B

N

228
(77%)

69
(23%)

165
(56%)

128
(44%)

230
(S1%)

53
(I9%)

c

N

127
(76%)

41
(24%)

103
(61%)

65
(39%)

137
(85%)

25
(IS%)

D

N

SO
(68%)

24
(32%)

39
(54%)

33
(46%)

55
(77%)

16
(23%)

N

24
(80%)

6
(20%)

13
(43%)

17
(57%)

21
(75%)

7
(25%)

Students N
Tested

464
(75%)

152
(25%)

352
(58%)

258
(42%)

482
(S2%)

108
(18%)

E

Students
Missing
Data
N

141

147

167

Total

757

757

757

N
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Overall, 82% of the tested students passed language usage, 78%
passed reading and 58% passed the math tests.

A similar proportion of

passing students wi thin subject areas holds for all programs except
one.

In Program E a larger percentage of students passed reading (80%)

instead of language (75%), and Program E had the lowest percentage of
students passing the PALT in math (43%).
What proportion of the population has experienced suspension during
enrollment in the district?
Table XIII

displays numbers of students in each alternative

program who have a record of at least one suspension.
TABLE XIII

Students with Suspension History by Alternative Program

Program!
Enrollment

Number of Students
Who Have Been Suspended

A

47

N

15
(32%)

B

385

N

201
(52%)

C

211

N

79
(37%)

D

83

N

45
(54%)

E

31

N

8
(26%)

Total: 757

348
(46%)
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Forty-six percent of the alternative student sample have been
suspended at least once during their district careers.

Program B (a

separate and Wlique school and the largest alternative program) and
Program D (the largest school-within-a-school program) have the highest
percentage

of

students

with

suspension

history.

The

smallest

alternative (Program E) has the lowest percentage of students with
suspension records.
Table XIV

presents

students' suspensions.

reason codes for

370

instances of

the
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TABLE XIV
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Frequency

Category
Totals

Suspension Categories

Definition

School Attendance

Truancy
Cutting class
Leaving campus wlo
permission
Leaving class wlo
permission
Tardiness
Forged signature
Other

37
4

2
1
1
25

74

Fighting
Assault
Threatening
Profanity
Other

45
18
4
1
3

71

Insubordination
Abusi ve language
Fighting
Assault
Threatening
Disrespect
Disruption of class
Other

43
16
6
6
5
2
2
3

83

Drugs
Cigarettes, smoking
Disruptive behavior
Alcohol
Loss of self-control
In off-limits area
Profanity
Other

44
28
9
6
5
2
1
8
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Theft
Firecrackers
Vandalism
Arson
Trespassing
Extortion
Other

12
7

Behavior with
Other Students

Behavior with Staff

Unacceptable
Individual Behavior

Criminal Behavior

General
Total Number of Suspensions

Multiple offenses

4

3

2
1
1
6

32

7

7
370
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Sixty-one percent of the coded suspensions (N=228)

are for

specific school-related behaviors regarding Attendance, Behavior with
Other Students or Behavior with Staff.
Truancy

accOlmt

for

55%

school-related categories.

of

all

Fighting, Insubordination and
coded

suspensions

within

the

When the school-related categories are

ranked, Behavior with Staff is first (83 suspensions), Attendance is
second (74 suspensions), and Behavior with Other Students is third (71
suspensions).
What proportion of the population has a history of participation in

supplementary or other alternative programs?
Records for the student sample were examined to determine how many
were

identified for

participation in supplementary and/or other

alternative programs prior to
placement.

their 1983-84

alternative program

The data are nominal and represent neither the mnnber of

times nor the duration of supplementary or alternative identification
and participation.

Table XV presents the number of students in each

program with and without any district history of supplementary program
participation.
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TABLE XV

Number of Students With/without Identification
for District Supplementary Programs

Alternative
Program

Students with History
of Participation in
Supplements

Students With No
Supplementary
Participation

Total

A

N

22
(47%)

25
(53%)

47
(100%)

B

N

184
(48%)

201
(52%)

385
(l00%

r...

N

117
(55%)

94
(45%)

211
(l00% )

D

N

52
(63%)

31
(37%)

83
(100% )

E

N

20
(65%)

11

(35%)

31
(100%

Total

N

395
(52%)

362
(48%)

757
(100% )

Fifty-two percent of the student sample have been identified for
one or more supplementary or alternative programs during their district
enrollment and prior to the 1983-84 school year.

Forty-eight percent

of the student sample have no record of supplementary program
participation.
Table XVI. displays the frequencies of student identification for
Special Education, Chapter I and other alternative programs.

The N's

are not exclusive to the named categories; students who participated in
Special Education, Chapter I

~,d

another alternative program are

included three times--once for each category.
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TABLE XVI

Special
Education

Program

Chapter I

Alternatives

Total 1983-84
Enrollment

A

N

15

13

5

47

B

N

124

91

39

385

C

N

74

68

18

211

D

N

36

21

11

83

E

N

7

17

4

31

Total

N

256
(34%)

77

757

210
(28%)

(10%)

Of the total alternative school study sample, 256 (34%) were
identified for Special Education services at least once during their
enrollment in the district; 210 (28%) were identified for Chapter I
services; 77 (l0%) participated in another alternative program within
the district prior to enrollment in the 1983-84 alternative program.
Table XVII. displays frequencies of student participation in
Special

Education,

Chapter

I,

other

alternative

programs

and

combinations of the supplements/alternatives. The N's are unduplicated.

TABLE XVII

Frequencies of Supplementary

Pro~ram

Participation

Other
Spec. Ed.
Program Special Olapter
Alternative
and
Ed.
I
Chapter I

A

N

B

N

c
D

E

Total

N
N
N

~

6
(13%)

Chapter I
Spec. Ed.
Spec. Ed.
None Total
and Other
Chapter I
and Other
1983-84
Alternative Alternative and Other
Enrollment
Alternative

5
(11%)

1
(2%)

6
(13%)

2
(4%)

40

(3%)

1
(2%)

1
(2%)

25
( 53%)

47

4

9
(2%)

201
( 52%)

385

(1%)

on

3

4
(2%)

4
(2%)

94
(45% )

211

1

2
(2%)

1
(n)

31
(37%)

83

(U)

(17%)

(11%)

16 .
(4%)

38
(10%)

39
(19%)

32
(1S%)

7
(3%)

(13%)

23
(28%)

7
(8%)

7
(8%)

(13%)

11
(35%)

(3%)

(l6~)

2
(7%)

1
(3%)

95
03%)

32
(4'1;)

88
(12%)

18
(zt)

12
(2%)

67

0

135
OSl)

1

28
11

5

10

11
(36~

15
(2%)

)

362
(48%)

31

757

ex>
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Student Perceptions of Educational Experiences
A total of 81 alternative students participated in an interview
designed to gather information on student perceptions of their
educational experiences in both the regular and alternative school
programs.

It is important to note that the two critical variables for

interview were (1) entry to the district at K-2, and (2) active
enrollment during the final quarter of the 1983-84 school year.
The representativeness of the interview sample was established by
comparing it to the whole group in terms of both personal/social and
school-related characteristics. A summary description is in Appendix D.
The interview questions were designed to elicit perceptions of
students' academic and social experiences during their educational
careers in both regular and alternative school programs.
five

categories

of

questions:

(2) Curricular/instructional

(1)

organization

Personal
in

There were

identification;

both

regular

and

alternative programs; (3) Educational performance; (4) Perceptions of
status in the school organization;

~,d

(5) Transition from the regular

to the alternative high school program.

A copy of the Interview

Questionnaire is in Appendix C.
In order to support a detailed interpretat ion of the response
data, each part of a student's answer to any given question was
separately tallied and a frequency count of corrunon response elements
was maintained.

When tables contain frequency counts in excess of the

number of total respondents (N=8l) the counts are in terms of
responses.

For example, Question 9 was stated as follows:
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What are the coursework requirements (of the alternative
program)? How much work is required? How do you earn credit?
Do you receive grades? What is the quality of work -difficult/easy?
One student's verbatim response was:
About the same requirements to graduate. It's a lttle
different because you work at your own pace; you still work
every day. Pass/no pass. The work is easier. Actually
tests are harder. They make you work and keep after you. At
(regular program) they just say "do your work." These people
care about you and what you're going to be •. All classes have
tests; you have to pass 75% and they're usually pretty long
•••• You gotta be here and do your work. It's a little
easier but more than others you do more things as a group
than otherwise to help you understand things.
Elements of this response were tallied in terms of coursework
requirements, pace of work, grading requirements, teacher behaviors,
and instructional mode (grouping).
Personal Identification
The first section of the interview (Questions 1-7) was devoted to
questions of self-identification in terms of grade level, previous
schools attended, family and current

livi~g

arrangements.

Twel ve of the students interviewed were in grade nine; 21 were
tenth graders; 30 were in grade eleven and 18 were in grade twelve.
Twenty-one students had been enrolled at the alternative less than a
year; 32 students had been enrolled from one to two years; 26 had been
enrolled between two and three years; 2 students had been enrolled for
four high school years.
Thirty-four interviewees (42%) lived with both parents; 27 (33%)
lived with their mothers; 11 (14%) lived with guardian(s) other than
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their parents; 9 (11%) lived with one natural parent and a step-parent.
Seventy students (86%) lived with one or both parents, and 11 (24%)
resided with non-family members.
Curriculum and Organization
Questions 8-11 asked students to focus on perceptions of the
curriculum and organization of regular and alternative programs.
Students made comparisons between coursework and credit requirements,
instructional

support practices,

and

the

role

of

the

teacher.

Table XVIII presents response categories and frequency counts.

.....
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TABLE XV!!I

Student Comments

Response
Frequencies

Program Difficulty
The work is easier in the alternative
The work is of the same difficulty

55
79

Program Requirements
There is less work in the alternative
The amount of work is the same
There is more work in the alternative

24
8
9

Instructional Support Practices
We work at our own pace
We have class time to do our work, and
therefore seldom have homework
We work in groups, cooperatively

16
22
2

Credit/Grades
We have Pass/No Pass
We get credit, not grades
We can get grades

15
13
6

Program Schedule
Shorter classes make it more interesting
They're the same classes, but different kinds
of courses, allowing us some choice

2

17

Teacher Role
Teachers care about us, encourage, and give
us advice; it's a family
Teachers explain and help us
Teachers explain, help, and there is less pressure
Total

4

12
7

291
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Students reported that credit and/or grades were earned by
attendance and completion of work.

When the amount and difficulty of

work between regular and alternative programs was compared,

24

responses indicated less work required in the alternatives; nine
responses indicated more work, and eight responses indicated that the
amolDlt of work was the same. One student explained:
There is the same amolDlt of work, but it's easier here
because teachers sit down and explain it to you.
Seventy-nine
coursework as

responses

described

equally difficult.

regular

Fifty-five

and

alternative

responses

described

alternative coursework as easier.
Coursework may have been more easily perceived as an independent
topic when students recalled experiences wi thin the regular program.
In the alternative program, the coursework context includes teacher
participation,

as well as some element of choice

"control") over curricultun offerings.

(or possibly

For example, 16 students noted

that the alternative curricultun was paced, and allowed students to work
at their own rates; 22 students reported that their work could be
finished during class time instead of requiring homework.

Seventeen

students pointed out that while the courses in the alternative were the
same as regular in terms of content, there were more choices within
subject areas, and different content approaches in the alternative.
Seven respondents spoke of alternative program teachers "not
pressuring them' For example, one student said:
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It was stressful in both middle and high school. In high
school there was a lot of work and teachers didn't fully
explain it. To get all the work in that I didn't understand
was hard. My mom couldn't help me because it had changed.
The teachers just told me to pay more attention.
Sixteen

students

described

the

alternative

teachers

as

"encouraging," "helping" (one to one, or by putting a student where he
belonged to start), "explaining the work better," or as persons who
"take the time" to conununicate a desire to help students succeed.
Table XIX

presents student perceptions of the main differences

between regular and alternative programs.
three categories:

Students' responses fell in

teachers, the schedule, and "other." All but five

responses were positive for the alternative over the regular program.
The more negative comments regarding alternatives

indicated that

regular program work was more demanding (N=2), that alternative sports
and social opportunities were inadequate (N=l) , that alternatives
provided less discipline than the regular program (N=l), and that more
"problem kids" attended alternatives (N=l).
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TABLE XIX

Differences Between Regular and Alternative Programs
Student Comments

Response Frequency

Teachers
Teachers
Teachers
Teachers
Teachers
Teachers
Teachers
Teachers
Teachers
Teachers
Teachers
Teachers

help you
have time for you
help you individually
get to know you
show they care
take time to talk to you
are friendly
make sure you understand
are called by first names
don't treat you like a kid
give you time to finish

22
16
12
12
10

10
7
6
6

4
1

Schedule

Classes/courses are shorter
Classes are self-contained
Can do work during class time
There is less or no homework

11
1
1
1

Other
Fewer students
Can work at own pace
Stricter attendance rules
Teachers are called by their first names
It's like a family
Less pressure
Rewards, e.g., field trips
Smoking privileges
Can be yourself
Better food
Can work at a job
Total

13
12
10
8
6
5
5
2
1
1
1

184
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Comments about teachers were related to help with learning (N=40),
to the quality of the personal teacher-student relationship (N=39), or
to the time teachers spent with students (N=27).

Six students

cOllDllented on the family quality of the alternative and five students
said that "less pressure" is a key difference between regular and
alternative programs.

Seven comments noted the rewards and privileges

available in the alternative for good work and/or behavior.
Eleven

responses

noted the

shorter courses/classes

in

the

alternative schedule. Thirteen students commented positively about the
smaller student body and twelve students remarked positively about
working at one's own pace.
Ten responses indicate a posi ti ve preference for "stricter"
attendance rules in the alternative program.

(Throughout the entire

interview process, all responding students were well-versed in specifics
of attendance rules and regulations and reasons for the rules.)
In the words of one student:
You can work at your own pace here. It seems like you're
closer to everybody here. The teachers are different. You
can talk to them. You've got a problem and they'll
understand it. At the regular school if I'm having a bad day
my teacher would say, ''What's wrong?" They try to work it
out here. This school is like my family. They help me solve
my problems.
Educational Performance
Question 15 asked students to describe themselves as learners and
students.

The interviewees responded with terms such as "Average,"

"Above Average," with both terms plus qualifications, or in terms of
their effort. Table XX displays the responses.
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TABLE XX

Students! Perceptions of Selves as Learners/Students
Student Comments
Average

Response Frequency
30

Average with qualifications, e.g.
Not a good worker
But I like to learn; I try
But could do better
Until high school
Fast in some subjects; slow in others
A slow worker
But can't take pressre
Until middle school
Above Average

6
3
2
2
2
1
I
I

4

Above Average with qualifications, e.g.
Learn quickly
But teachers get to me
And love school
Below Average

2
2
2
I

Below Average with explanation, e.g.
Am just now getting serious

Don't like to work
Slow learner
Have disability
But I try hard
Work just to pass
If interested do better
Total

There were 33 qualified descriptions.

2
2
I
I
I
I
I
68

Twenty were worded in terms

of perceived deficit descriptors; four related to student effort; three
suggested that students performed as average learners only prior to

93

high school; two students described themselves as "quick" and two
reported that they loved school.

Two others reported that since

enrolling in the alternative program, they were getting serious about
learning for the first time.
Table XXI displays student responses to Question 16: "How do you
feel about school in general?" The majority of responses (N=49) were
interpreted as more "accepting" than positive.

Responses were phrased

in the context of the alternative experience.
TABLE XXI
How Alternative Students Feel About School in General

Student Comments

Response Frequency

More Accepting/Positive
It's all right; okay
I know education is important
I like it
I want to make something of myself; these
teachers are helping me do that

33
9

5

2

Less Accept ing/Negat i ve
I don't like it
School is a waste of time; it is not useful
I am almost out
School is something you have to do
School is boring
I am tired of school
Total

8

7
4
3
3
2

76
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In general (but still positive) terms, one student said:
I like it and think it's importa~t, the high school years
especially. You really grow alot and then afterwards you go
to college. You need those years to find out who and what
you're going to be. These are the four most important and
hardest years because things happen so fast.
In comparing his regular and alternative experience, another
reported that:
School is good for everyone. It helps lmderstanding
things that are going on in the community and helps you deal
with others, like on a job. Before the alternative, it was
harder to deal with a lot of teachers, but after I got here
it was all right. I could talk to them and they were willing
to help me if I'm willing to learn. After I got here I
cracked down hard and tried hard and my grades went up.
Only five students reported liking school.

Thirty-three described

school as being "all right." Twenty-seven students regarded school as
an almost-completed task.
Questions 24 and 25 addressed issues of success in the regular and
alternative programs.

Table XXII

presents student descriptions of

their successes in their regular school program.
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TABLE XXII
Success in the Regular School Program

Response Frequency

Student Conments
Grades
Teachers and my grades
Teachers; made me feel successful; kept me going
My attitude and grades
Sports
Getting along and knowing everyone
Getting work done successfully
Grades in special classes
Plays/drama

25
16

I never felt successful in the regular program

13

Total

82

9

5

4
4
3
2
1

Sixty-nine indicators of success in the regular program were
given: 27 defined success in terms of grades; 9 in term of teachers,
and 16 in terms of teachers plus grades.

Five responses defined

success through participation in sports or theater activities.

Eight

students perceived their successes in terms of somewhat more intrinsic
terms--both personal attitude and grades were mentioned by five
students, and three cited a successful completion of the required work
as a measure of success.
Thirteen students reported never feeling success in the regular
program.

In one student's words:

96

I never felt successful. I always felt dumber because I
couldn't grasp things. I always needed someone to help me
and explain it to me. In eighth grade language arts social
studies I did real good. In social studies I got an A; at
that time I felt that I had accomplished something in school.
Question 20 addressed perceptions of success in the alternat i ve
program. Student responses are presented in Table XXIII.
TABLE XXIII
Success in the Alternative School Program

Student Comments

Response Frequency

Grades, credits

32

Teachers care for me; comment on my
performance; tell me I'm doing well

17

Getting the work done
Staying in school; attending
?assing classes

13
8

14

My attitude and interest are improved;
I feel good about myself
I'm doing better
Rewards, e.g., field trips
I'm a teacher aide
.' •

7
4
3
2

Have made it thus far; have respect;
I'M doing it; feel comfortable here;
have learned a lot

1 each

I don't feel successful

4

Total

lOS
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Thirty-two responses defined success in the alternative in terms of
grades; 17 in terms of teachers; 5 in terms of rewards or privileges
gained.

Fifty-one reponses were in terms of improved student behavior

or general feelings about school (N=7) , feelings upon successful
completion of work (N=14), feelings of being in control of personal
school improvement (N=S) , improved attendance (N=13), passing grades
(N=8), and improvement in general (N=4).
One student explained:
I never fail at anything in here. I don't like to fail.
(The alternative director) asks me to do different things,
like next year she wants me to be a teacher aide. That makes
me feel that I am successful.
Social Relations and School Status Perceptions
Questions 14 and 19-22 dealt with students' relationships with
teachers, staff, administrators and peers during both regular and
alternative experiences.

Table XXIV

presents students' descriptions

of helping and social relationships with teachers and other staff
during grade, middle and high school before their entry to the
alternati ves.
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TABLE XXIV

Relationships with School Staff
Response Frequency

Student Comments
Grade/Middle School Teachers

21

Helped; in or out of school; were tolerant
Explained things well
Talked, reached out to me, were like friends
Were patient
Prepared me for high school
Made the school work interesting
Left me alone
They didn't help me

7
3
2
2
1
1
9

High School Teachers
Put work in front of you and said "Do it"
Helped; explained things well
They gave me time to catch up on my work
They were on my side; were my friends
Instilled confidence
They didn't help me
They had too many students and not enough time
They tried; it was me

8
7
4
2
1

37
14
8

Other Teachers, Aides, Tutors in General
Helped me with special classes
math/reading/language
Understood me, liked me; cared about
me and took time to help; gave me
attention
Worked with me in a small group
Gave rewards

14
10
8
2

Total

160

Sixty responses referred to teacher help for students; in general
(N=50), in terms of explaining work (N=7) , preparing students for
successive

grades

(N=2) ,

for

making

work

interesting

(N=l).
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Twenty-three responses were in terms of teacher support through social
relationships.

Fourteen responses indicated that one form of support

was allowing students extra time to complete work.
reported no teacher help or support.

Fifty-one students

Eight students reported that

teachers did try to help, but that students were unable to respond
appropriately with acceptance.
The specific assistance of a counselor and teacher aide was noted
in this student response:
The midde school counselor talked to me; teacher aides
helped me and I had a special reading tutor daily. I improved
quite a bit but it ended too soon. I work a lot better with
a teacher one-to-one when the teacher is sitting by me. My
memory is much longer then. Hands-on training is better for
me than bookwork. I can do it (bookwork) and get by, but to
really learn and keep it in my memory I need extra help.
The value of a perceived relationship with a regular high school
teacher was remarked upon in this student response:
My comparative literature teacher (in the regular program)
was good. I hated to leave her class. She explained her
work real good. She still talks to me today. I thought
she'd never remember me, that I was just another kid.

The absence of relationship was explained in this student response:
They really didn't (help me). I had to reach my friends
real quick and reach out to them. Teachers always helped me
when I asked but that was rare. I envied people who had
teachers as friends.
Table XXV

presents student descriptions of relationships with

alternative program teachers.
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TABLE XJ..V

Relationship with Alternative Program Teachers

Response Frequency

Student Comments
Good, great

26

They care about you, listen, help you with your
problems; are understanding and pay attention
to you other than teaching

19

They want to see you learn, get through to you;
help you

12

Same as regular school; fine
They are my friends

9

7

They can have these relationships because
there are fewer students here

6

"Good" to "Not so good"
We get to know them better
We call them by their first names
They are like grade school teachers
They are like a family
I do what they ask of me

6
3
2
1
1
1

Total

93

Overall, 25 student comments addressed the affective element of
the teacher-student relationship.
reference to

the

indicated that
teachers.
to

not

teacher's

Only 12 responses made specific

instructional

relationships were the

role.

Nine

responses

same with regular

school

Six responses suggested that relationships ranged from good
so

good.

Six

responses

suggested

that

the

smaller

teacher-student ratio of the alternative program was conducive to
positive teacher-student relationships.
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Questions

12

and

25

asked

students

to

conment

on

their

extracurricular participation in both the regular and the alternative
program. Table XXVI displays student responses.
TABLE XXVI
Extracurricular Participation in Regular and Alternative Programs

EXTRACURRICULAR ACTIVITIES
Perfonning
Sports/
Arts
Arts
Sports

School
Clubs

School
Program
Regular
Alternative

2

19

18

11

4

13

14

None
28
53

Fifty-three students (65%) participated in elementary, middle and
high school extracurricular activities, while 28 (35%) participated in
alternative extracurricular activities.
between

opportunities

in

both

There are clear differences

programs

for

extracurricular

participation. Regular school programs normally include music programs
and at the high school level, theatre is an option; alternative
programs do not include music and theatre.

Sports programs in the

alternative are typically extensions of the regular PE program or
limited intramurals with other alternatives.

The only area in which

extracurricular participation increased from the regular to alternative
program

is

in

school

clubs/organizations;

increased by 11% after alternative enrollment.

student

participation
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Transition from Regular to Alternative Program
Questions 17-26 emphasized the transition from the regular to the
alternative high school program.
Table XXVII presents grade-1eve1(s) at which dropout occurred for
the sub-sample interviewees.
TABLE XXVII
Grade Level of School Dropout by Alternative Progr'am

Alternative
Program

7

A

1

8

1

B

9

10

6

2

4

3

11

12

Total
9

5

1

14

C
1

D

E

Total

1

1
1

1

Twenty-three students

6

10

1

6

1

(30%) of the interview sub-sample

2S

(14

females and 9 males) had withdrawn from school during their high school
years and prior to entering the alternative programs. Sixteen of these
students had dropped out during grades nine and ten and seven dropped
out during grades eleven and twelve.

Duration of dropout ranged from

one to three months to a full school year.

Ten students returned to

school in less than a month. Six students were out from one to three
months and six were out from four to six months.
remained out for the entire school year.

Only one student
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Fourteen of these students returned directly to alternative
programs and 10 re-entered the regular high school system, and later
transferred to an alternative setting.

Of these 24 students, only two

withdrew after they had entered the alternative; one after remaining
just one quarter and the others after remaining slightly longer than a
semester. It is worthwhile to note that withdrawal from a regular high
school is a requisite for enrollment in Alternative B; 14 of the
twenty-fi ve students who had remained out of school were enrolled in
that program.
Table XXVIII

displayed student perceptions of their educational

performance immediately prior to alternative entry.

Students responded

in terms of academic requirements, teacher/student relations,

and

attendance.
TABLE XVIII
How Students Were Doing in the Regular Program Before Alternative Entry
Student Comments
Grades/Credit/Work
I wasn't doing the work
Low grades
Failing courses
The work was too hard
I was doing okay
Teachers/Students
I didn't like the teachers
Teachers didn't help me
I didn't know anyone
I didn't like the other students
AttendalK:e
I was skipping
I didn't care
Total

Response Frequency
17
13
11
3
1

11
5
5
3

4
3
76
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Forty-one responses indicated that students were not completing
required coursework and therefore receiving low grades and failing
courses.

Sixteen responses were in terms of teachers; 11 coments

stated a dislike of teachers, and 5 suggested that teachers were not
helpful.

Four responses indicated skipped classes; three indicated a

lack of concern or care about the school situation; and one student
remarked that though he had transferred to an alternative, he had been
doing "all right" in the regular program.
Table XXIX

displays frequencies of problems experienced in the

regular program prior to transition to the alternative.

The problem

categories are reported in the literature as comon to potential
dropouts.
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TABLE XXIX

Problems in the Regular

Progr~u

Problem
Category

A

Attendance

21

Prior to Transition to the Alternative

Re~onse

B

24

Freguencl bl Program
<::
D
8

16

~

8

Total
77

(95%)

Friends

9

8

1

·5

1

24
(31%)

Teachers

18

11

4

9

2

44
(54%)

7

9

2

3

21
(26%)

Suspension

IS

16

5

14

SO
(63%)

School Stressful

15

16

6

13

7

57
(73%)

Too Many Students

IS

16

4

5

2

42
(53%)

Didn't Fit In

13

10

1

7

4

35
(44%)

Feared for Safety

4

7

2

3

4

20
(25%)

Undesirable Class

7

8

4

4

2

2S
(33%)

No Teacher Help

17

18

5

10

4

S4
(69%)

Boredom

18

20

6

16

6

66
(87%)

Too Far Behind

15

13

4

11

6

49
(72%)

Low Grades,
Failing

18

12

6

14

7

57
(79%)

Administrators
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Overall and in rank order, students reported attendance, boredom
and disinterest in classwork, failure, a stressful school atmosphere,
lack of credits and inability to get enough teacher help,
suspension as their main problems.

and

School safety, problems with

administrators and peers, class selection were the least-frequently
cited problems.

Problems with teachers, large numbers of students at

the high school and a perception of not fitting in were more equally
mentioned as being or not being problems.
Table XXX displays reasons students gave for leaving the regular
program.
TABLE XXX

Reasons for Leaving the RegUlar High School Program
Student Conments

Response Frequency

School-Related
Wasn't attending
Was failing and wanted to continue in school
Couldn't cope in the regular program
Counseled to leave and enter an alternative
Discipline problems at school, e.g., suspension!
expulsion hearing
Personal/Social
Didn't like regular high school at all
I needed a change; was bored with school
Came to a new school, heard about
the alternative and signed up
Friends encouraged me to enter the alternative
I needed more help
Other problems
Thought I could earn credits easier, faster
I wanted vocational training
I wanted to attend this program since middle school
Total

20
13
11
7

7

5
5
4
4
2
2
2
2
1
85
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Responses can be categorized as school-related (academic/behavior)
and personal/social.

Thirty responses indicate a lack of success with

academics; 20 indicate poor attendance; 16 suggest behavior problems.
Nineteen responses were stated simply in terms of personal/social needs
perceived by students.
Table

XXXI

lists

persons

who

helped

students

choose

an

alternative and make the transition.
TABLE XXXI

Assistance in Transition from Regular to Alternative Program

Response Frequency

Persons Who Helped

22

High School counselors
High School administrators

6

Regular progam staff

5

Parents

9

Siblings

9

Friends

23

I did it on my own

16

Total

90

School personnel, family members, friends, and students themselves
were included in the list of persons who supported the transition from
regular to alternative programs.
(N=33)

The largest category of responses

cited assistance of school personnel.

The

57

remaining
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responses identified friends (N=23), family (N=18) and the student
himself (N=16) as key facilitators of the transition.
Table XXXII presents what the students hoped to gain from their
alternative entry.
TABLE XXXII

Student Goals for Alternative Program Participation

Response Frequency

Goals
Graduation

44

Credits

20

Better grades

9

Help to go to school and stay in

8

Education

5

~lp

in my work

3

Self-respect

3

Get myself together

2

Catch up

2

Improve

2

Change

2

Grades, skills, communication with teachers;
easier classes; attention from teachers

1 each

Total

103
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Twenty-seven of the student respondents who mentioned graduation
included related goals:

9 wanted to return and graduate from their

regular high school program, 15 looked forward to college, 1 hoped for
a job, and 2 intended to enter the service.
indicated academic irnpovement as a goal.

Forty-seven responses
Twelve suggested more

personalized intrinsic goals such as gaining an education (N=5) ,
attaining self-respect (N=3), or general self-improvement (N=4).
One student remarked:
I didn't know, but I knew I wanted to graduate. After I
got here I felt a lot of people cared and thought I could
graduate and people would help me find out what field I could
go into if I wanted to be helped. They told me that I had to
be helped to do it.
Another said:
Here they made me want to come to school, just like a
family. It's so close; we go on field trips together. This
place is really together, a good alternative. If you really
want to learn, graduate and be somebody, this program can
help you. They teach a lot you couldn't learn outside. You
need skills to get along. You can't deal as easily in the
outside world without an education.
When asked where they might be if not enrolled in the alternative
program, students responded as follows:

llO
TABLE XXXII I

Placement If Not Enrolled in Alternative Program

Student Comment

Response Frequency

Probably dropped out of school

41

In the regular program

12

In another alternative program

11

In bad shape in the regular program

6

Working

6

In high school continuation

3

I don't know

2

Total

81

Forty-one students said they would probably be out of school.
Thirty-two said that even without their current alternative program,
they would be enrolled in some kind of educational program.
thought they would be working, and two students had no response.
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GiAPTER V
Sur.MARY, CONCLUSIONS AND RECXM-1ENDATIONS
FOR FUR1HER RFSEARCH

The st.mllllary and conclusions are presented in response to these
questions:

1) How does the district's alternative

high

school

population fit traditional descriptions of high-risk? 2) How did the
students come to the alternatives? and 3) What patterns can be
identified from alternative students' educational experiences in the
district?
The nature of the "fit" between the study population and
literature-related

(both

characteristics

school-related) remains descriptive.

personal/social

and

Discussion of the findings is

presented in terms of the study population, and also with reference to
each of the five sample programs.

Patterns of educational experiences

are discussed in terms of historical data with reference to student
interview responses. The discussion emphasizes how students who have
spent the majority of their educatona1 careers within the district came
to the alternative programs.

Recommendations for further research are

based upon those conclusions which address the relationships among
educational

experiences,

and

suggest

hypotheses

high-risk perspective may be examined in depth.

from

which

the
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Summary
How does the alternative population fit traditional descriptions of
high-risk?
Personal/Social Characteristics.

Overall, the alternative program

population most clearly matches traditional personal/social descriptions
of potential dropout/high-risk in terms of sex representation, between
school district mobility, and because they have experienced some period
of dropout.
Fifty-four percent of the population is male, 46% is female and
this ratio is consistent across all grades and programs except one
school wi thin a school in which twice as many females as males were
enrolled.
When entry to the district, duration of 1983-84 alternative
enrollment, and end-of-year placement are considered, the population
can be characterized as mobile.

Fifty-two percent of the sample

population transferred into the district after grade two, and 25%
entered during their high school years.

During 1983-84, the average

alternative program enrollment duration was 5.5 months, (slightly more
than one semester); only 29% of the whole group remained enrolled in
the alternative for the entire school year.
of the students had dropped out.

By the end of 1983-84, 30%

In terms of within-district mobility,

33% of the alternative population have changed schools more frequently
than the district average.
The "high-transfer/mobility" descriptor is complex because it has
multiple operational definitions.

The data suggest that some students

remain continuously enrolled in educational progrms, but they change
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schools frequently; others enroll for short periods of time, drop out
for longer durations, and repeat the process.
A large munber of eleventh and twelfth graders are enrolled in
alternatives than the literature would suggest; 65% of the sample
population are in grades eleven and twelve while 35% are in grades nine
and ten.

If dropout more often occurs during the eight/nine transition

to high school or between grades nine and ten, it is unlikely that the
alternative programs in this study re-capture those students.

Dropout

rates from the alternative programs were similar across grade levels;
30% of ninth graders, 31 % of tenth, 26% at grade eleven and 33% at
grade twelve withdrew during the 1983-84 school year.
Minorities are not over-represented in the sample programs; 19% of
the enrollment is ethnic minority while 26% of the total high school
population

is

minority.

The

district's

ten

high

schools

had

percentages of minority enrollment ranging from 12-51%; seven regular
high schools had a higher percentage of minority enrollment than the
entire five school alternative sample.

According to these data, the

alternative programs differentially serve the district's potential
dropout

population;

they do

not

attract

a minority population

proportional to the number of minority students who drop out.
In tenns of low socio-economic status (measured by participation
in Free/Reduced lunch programs) 31% of the eligible alternative
students have qualified.

It is important to remember that these

figures do not reflect the entire sample because 28% of the total
population (Program C) attend school in the evening and have no
opportunity to be counted in terms of Free/Reduced Lunch application.
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School-Related Characteristics.

The school-related descriptors

emphasize achievement and behavior.

Seven percent of the sample

population had been retained in grade during district enrollment.
According to achievement test records, 82% of the sample population
passed language usage competencies, 75% passed reading and 58% passed
math.

Differences in grade-level enrollment in the alternatives may be

part of the explanation for his performance; one could expect that
twelfth graders (who make up the largest percentage of the alternative
population) would have had more opportunities to take and pass the
tests.

While there are still many students who have not passed among

the sample population, these data suggest that,
population is achieving.

as a group, the

From the literature reviewed, one would not

expect that 75% of the group would have passed a reading competencies
test becuase reading is described as the potential dropout's area of
lowest achievement.
Perhaps a better indicator of basic skills achievement is the
group's history of supplementary/compensatory program participation.
Low achievement and/or performance (typically two years below grade
level) are key criteria for identification and over half of the same
population

(52%)

was

programs.

Twenty-eight

identified
percent

for
of

one
the

or

more

sample

supplementary

population

were

identified for Chapter.I and 34% were identified for Special Education.
Identification for special education may be for academic or emotional
disability; these data do not discriminate those differences.
percent

of

the

population

had

participated

in

alternative programs prior to the 1983-84 school year.

other

Ten

district
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Forty-six percent of the alternative population had experienced at
least one suspension during district enrollment.

The school-related

categories, in frequency rank-order, are Behavior with Staff (N=83),
Attendance (N=74), and Behavior with Other Students (N=71).
percent

of

the

Behavior

with

Staff

suspensions

were

Fifty
due

to

insubordination; 50% of the Attendance suspensions were for truancy;
and 63% of the Behavior with Students suspensions were for fighting.
A high-risk perspective calls for attention to those variables
over which schools can reasonably be expected to have an impact.

In

order to consider the usefulness of such a perspective, some of the
data (particularly personal/social characteristics) are necessarily
de-emphasized.

This approach is not to deny the reality of personal

characteristics, but is intended rather to recognize them as the
constants they are,

and to focus instead upon those experiences

directly amenable to educational effects; for example, achievement,
school-related behavior and school status perceptions.
In terms of educational performance, at the end of the 1983-84
school year, the alternative sample would not be characterized as
particularly low-achieving.

However, other of the group's educational

experiences suggest otherwise.

Fifty-two percent have had some history

of supplementary and compensatory educational support during district
enrollment.

The remaining 48% have none.

If the euphemism "fallen

through the cracks" applies, it may be this group it fits.
In terms of school-related attitudes and discipline, historically,
the largest suspension category for the group has been Behavior with
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Staff, most often coded as insubordination.
importance

of

the

teacher-student

Given the critical

relationship

as

reported

by

interviews with students who had a nine-to-twelve-year history in the
system, it is reasonable to consider the distribution of this cateogry
of

suspension

alternatives.

offenses

before

and

after

transition

to

the

The issue of insurbordination is related to issues of

personal control. Blum and Spangehl (1983) point out the need for
students to develop a sense of control to support their active
particiption in education, but the alternative interview group has made
clear its dependency upon the teacher relationship.

Opportunities for

control certainly exist within alternatives--in terms of course
selection, a shorter, more manageable instructional timeframe, and the
increased participation in extra-curricular school clubs.

In the

regular high school program, it is more likely that only an independent
learner will achieve the level of control required to ensure a support
for an active role in education.

Within the alternatives, this level

may be a long-term goal, but students comfortably report their current
level of need for instructional and personal help and attention.

One

way to interpret the students' responses is in terms of a "cooperative"
sense of control they share with their alternative program teachers.
Group Characteristics and Program Populations.

Though a1l five

programs selected for the study are considered alternatives for
potential dropouts, the data reveal that program groups fit the
traditional descriptors differentially.
Program A has the most balanced grade-level representation, a
relatively equal number of male and female students, and the highest
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percentage of both low-SES students, and students enrolled in the
district since K-2.
1983-84.

Program A enrolled no ethnic minorities during

Students enrolled during 1983-84 had the longest mean

enrollment duration (7 months), and the program retained the largest
percentage of its enrollment at the end of the 1983-84 school year.

In

terms of achievement, Program A had the highest percentage of student
passing both the district math and laguage usage. tests, as well as the
highest percentage of students with no previous identification for
supplementary/compensatory programming.
The majority of students enrolled in Programs Band C are eleventh
and twelfth graders, numbers of males and females are relatively equal,
and both programs have representaton from all five ethnic minorities in
the district.

A third of Program B students are considered low SES

based on Free/Reduced lunch applications. Over half of the alternative
students who entered the district during their high school years are
enrolled in Programs Band C.

Program C had the shortest mean

enrollment duration during 1983-84 (four months), and the greatest
percentage of dropout during the school year.

Program C tied with

Program A for the highest percentage of students passing the district's
language usage test.
Programs D and E have the highest percentages of ninth and tenth
grade students, and the second highest percentage of K-2 enrollees.
Both programs are represented by four minority groups (neither program
has Oriental representation) •

Both Programs had a mean enrollment

duration of six months during 1983-84, and approximately half of the
students in both Programs remained enrolled at the end of the year.
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Programs D and E have the greatest percentage of students with previous
identification for supplementary/compensatory programming.
In

Program

D,

males

and

females

are

relatively

represented; Program E has a higher female enrollment.
the lowest percentage of low-SES students.

equally

Program D had

Program E had the lowest

percentage of students who had been retained in the district, the
lowest percentage of dropouts, the greatest percentage of students who
have passed the district'S reading test, and the second largest
percentage of K-2 enrollees.
The ninth and tenth graders in the study sample were more often
enrolled in schools-within-schools, and tended to remain in the
alternative program for fewer months of the school year.

Eleventh and

twelfth graders were more often enrolled in the separate and unique
alternative programs, typically remained enrolled there somewhat longer
than ninth/tenth graders, and when they dropped out, it more often
occurred at grade twelve.
How did Students Come to the Alternative Programs?

Approximately half of the alternative students spent the majority
of their educational careers in the district. Historical data for this
group suggest different routes from regular to alternative programs.
Figure 5 presents a long-range perspective on the transition.
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district

Educational career experiences of K-2 entrants to the

Student interviews described a short-range version of the transfer
from regular to alternative high school.

Students reported that they

left the regular high school after long periods of non-attendance which
they attributed to a combination of an increasing disaffection with
high school, feelings of stress and low esteem induced by falling
farther behind in schoolwork, and the perception that they were too far
behind to ever catch up.
Perceiving themselves \·,rithout high school support to continue in
the regular program, students said they were encouraged by friends,
counselors or family members (86% of the interview sample li ved \Vi th
one or both parents) to leave the regular program and transfer to an
alternati vee

The process of transi tion was highly variable, inuicating
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a lack of standardized administrative support for the transfer to
alternatives.

Nor were students aware of the array of options

available within the district.

Interviewed students who were attending

separate and unique alternative programs sometimes reported a lack of
knowledge about school-within-a-school alternatives available in their
regular high school.

This absence of information is congruent with the

reported impression of being without advocacy in a high school setting
perceived to be too complex for some students to negotiate by
themselves.

The few students knowledgeable about more than one or two

alternatives had typically attended one of them previously.

If

alternative entry is considered part of a track, it was a self-selected
one.

Selection and placement in alternatives was more often a result

of personal and family initiative rather than a planned appropriate
placement based on a formal assessment of students' needs.
What Patterns can be Identified from Students' Educational
1)1 t e DIstrict?

riences

The students interviewed perceived themselves as of average
abili ty but they qualified their descriptions with coments regarding
personal attitudes and behaviors which affected achievement, e.g., "I'm
an average student, but I don't like to work very hard."

School in

general (and it is important to note that coments were made during
enrollment in alternatives) was at best a requirement to be met; the
most

common

graduation.

personal

goal

among

the

interviewees

was

simply

Success in both regular and alternative programs was

defined by the extrinsic reward of grades; only five of the 81 students
interviewed

mentioned

rewards

which

could

be

considered

more
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intrinsically satisfying, e.g., staying in school and doing the work,
improving one's self-respect and one's attitude about learning in
general.
Teachers were perceived as the most critical component of the
educational experience. While the instructional "helping" relationship
and its consistent contribution to student success in school was often
noted, a more personalized teacher-student relationship was mentioned
even more frequently.

Students often described their alternative

teachers as "like grade school teachers" who were remembered as being
helpful,

understanding

and

attention-giving.

Students

perceived

regular high school teachers as the least helpful and least supportive
of any they had encountered in their educational careers; but they
qualified their criticism with an explanation that the curricular/
instructional schedule of the regular high school precludes the regular
teacher from providing either consistent instructional support or
regular personalized attention.
classes

made

for

few

Large numbers of students and mUltiple

opportunities

to

develop

the

kinds

of

relationships the alternative students reported they needed.
In addition to fewer students and smaller classloads in an
alternative setting, students described effective teacher practices
such as in-class support for completion of work and an individualized
instructional pace;

these practices convinced

students

that

the

alternative program coursework, while just as difficult as that of the
regular program, was more manageable (and thereby easier) due to the
alternative program delivery and support modes.

Much alternative

instruction is delivered in a short timeframe, for example, in 4-6 week
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cycles.

This practice seemed to meet student-reported needs for an

individualized pace, support, and put the extrinsic grade reward within
The 1983-84 enrollment data indicate that alternative students

reach.

attended school for variable periods of time within the school year.
Alternative programs are the only public school settings which are
organized to allow students

an opportunity to meet

coursework

requirements within non-standard timeframes.
In describing educational experiences prior to alternative program
entry, students recalled similarly positive experiences with teachers
and support staff during specialized programs such as Chapter I reading
or the Special Education Resource Center.

The only differences between

the earlier student-staff relationship and that of the alternative were
in terms of consistency; in the regular school program, teacher support
and attention occurred more often in small and specialized settings and
in the alternative the support and attention were provided consistently
by all program staff.

The interview responses describe an alternative

instructional delivery mode that is strongly teacher-dependent, with
greater opportunities for choice in course selection, and consistent
provision of

supp~rt

to meet coursework requirements.

The historical data illustrate that the alternative students were
identified early in their careers for programs designed to improve
their educational performance and achievement.

The interview data

suggest that there was an affective dimension to those experiences as
well. Students who have left regular schools have chosen alternatives
which provide a personalized and caring instructional delivery for the
total

high

school

program.

The

students ,did

not

report

a
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pre-alternative school awareness of these needs, nor suggest that they
had articulated them during their tenure in regular programs.

Their

comments suggest that they have not developed the skills required to
perform satisfactorily as independent learners.

These students believe

in, and are dependent upon, the kind and level of individualized help
and attention they receive in the alternative programs.
Conclusions
1.

The historical data indicate that propositions for high-risk

differentially describe the alternative student group.

The 1983-84

alternative high school population best fits traditional personal/social
descriptors of high-risk in terms of the following:

0) Mobility:

About half of the student sample entered the district after the primary
grades;

25% entered during high school,

and,

attendance at the

alternatives was variable; most students were not enrolled for the
entire school year; (b) Approximately equal numbers of male and female
students were enrolled; (c) Approximately 30% were identified for low
SES.

The population fits the traditional description less well in

these areas:

(a) Grade-level:

Larger numbers of eleventh and twelfth

graders are enrolled than the literature would suggest; (b) Minorities
are under-represented.
The 1983-84 alternative population best
descriptors in these ways:

fits

school-related

(a) Though generally higher-achieving than

the literature would suggest (particularly in language usage and
reading), over half participated in compensatory/supplementary and/or
other alternatives earlier in their careers; (b) 46% of the students
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have been suspended at least once during district enrollment.
2. Schools can reasonably be expected to have an impact in these
three areas of high risks:

educational performance, school-related

behavior, and school status perceptions.

The system has responded

formally to over half of the alternative population by identifying them
for compensatory/supplementary programs early in their careers.

It is

possible that the educational performance benefits are reflected in the
group's

achievement

level.

Students

are

able

to

recall

the

personalized quality of those experiences and report that alternative
programs offer the consistency of that personalized approach.

Students

recognize that the present curricular/instructional organization of the
high school does not provide the level of help and attention they need.
3. The fact that over half of the alternative population has been
in the district since K-2, that half of the total group (including
students who entered after their primary years) were previously
identified for supplementary programs suggests a need for articulation
among program experiences and a commitment to ensure ongoing forms of
consistent academic
identified.

and

affective

support

for

student

who

are

A method to best produce these outcomes is not through

creation of additional ad hoc programs, but rather through improvement
in coordination of both form and content of instructional experiences.
A system-wide

contribution can occur

through

a conunitment

to

guaranteeing that elements of more-personalized instructional processes
are implemented throughout the district's regular educational program.
The data suggest that a coordinated effort to improve achievement
and behavior can affect not only academic educational performance but
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also the acquisition of positive status for students within the school
organization and a continuing

c~umitment

to remaining in school.

4. Teachers who help students complete their classwork, who
deli ver personali zed inst ruct ion, who commlD1.icate an interest in and
caring for individual students were identified as the most critical
components of the educational experience.

At the same time, the data

indicate

(most

that

insubordination)

"Behavior
was

with

the

school-related behavior.

chief

Staff"
reason

for

often

defined

suspension

due

as
to

It is reasonable to conclude that increased

opportunities for high-risk students to work with more responsive staff
will lead to a decline within this suspension category.

s. Students typically came to the alternatives from a regular
high school setting.

They left after long periods of non-attendance

which they attributed to increasing disaffection, feelings of stress
and low esteem due to failure in a high school program.

Percei ving

themselves without support to achieve success in the regular program,
they were encouraged by friends, counselors and their families to
transfer to an alternative.

Students more often selected and arranged

for transition themselves, with minimal assistance from regular school
programs and staff.
6. The guidance of naturalistic inquiry methods was particularly
useful in this study. The 11 propositions for high risk served to bound
the data collection and allow a focus on traditional descriptors within
categories identified as more or less susceptible to an educational
impact.

While the data collection was specified in advance, according

to a conceptual framework derived from the literature, the analysis of
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the descriptive data were not fixed a priori.

This allowed the

researcher an opportunity to examine traditional characteristics from a
variety of perspectives.

This kind of flexibility served to delineate

the usefulness of at least two key descriptors--transfer/mobility and
student achievement--by suggesting that both are susceptible to more
than one interpretation, and that educational responses might be more
effecti ve if they can be designed to meet specific needs rather than
generalized group characteristics.
Recommendations for Further Research
A goal of this study was to investigate the educational histories
of students prior to their alternative high school entry.

The purpose

of the investigation was to generate data which might be useful for
early identification of potential dropouts, to gain insight into
possible relationships between regular and alternative educational
experiences, and to examine the usefulness of a focus on high-risk
descriptors which schools can reasonably be expected to impact.
Recommendations for further research address each of these issues.
1.

Teachers were identified as the key components of successful

educational experiences.

An investigation into the nature, practice,

trainability and assessment

of "personalized instruction"

appropriate subject for further study.

is

an

The interview data suggest that

these practices are not limited to alternative program teachers;
students have experienced them in both regular and supplementary
instructional programs.

If more precise definitions of the elements of

personalized instruction can be determined and observed, it will be
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possible to examine its effect on educational outcomes.
2. Because of the diversity of educational programs within a
district,

an

investigation

should

be

conducted

to

determine

relationships among programs in terms of instruction (both content and
process) and expected outcomes.
articulation among

It may be possible to provide better

various educational experiences

for

high-risk

students in order that they are treated with the consistency their
histories suggest they require.
3. The data collected and

sunmarized

for

this

study

are

susceptible to a number of related and useful investigations: a) It is
important to determine whether there are significant differences in
achievement and behavior for that portion of the alternative population
who have spent their entire educational careers within the district and
never

been

identified

for

supplementary

program

particiption;

b) School-related characteristics of high risk (particularly in terms
of supplementary program identification and alternative enrollment)
should be examined for a grO'l.ii= of students who dropped out of the
regular high school program and have not returned; c) Comparable data
about a regular high population should be summarized and comparisons
between regular and alternative groups made in order to better describe
the magnitude and possible significance of differences.
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APPENDIX A:
DESQUPTION OF ALTERNATIVE

PRO~

SELECTED FOR THE S11JDY

EXISTING DISTRICT EDUCATION OPTION

PRO~~

Introduction
The school district provides students the opportuni ty to pursue
their schooling in regular or non-traditional al ternati ve programs.
Al ternati ve programs take the place of the regular program for those
students who are generally unsuccessful in the regular school setting.
The alternatives primarily serve a high school population, and, in a
given school year, altogether they typically provide programs for 1,000
students.
Students Served by Internal Programs
Participation in the internal alternative programs is usually a
consequence of the student's inability to succeed both academically and
socially in a regular school program.

Services are designed to meet

the needs of the student who is classified as a "potential dropout," or
"early leaver." Alternati ve programs provide an equivalent educatonal
program for these students who have a history of some kind of failure
in the regular school.
Alternative school programs help their students confront the
dissatisfaction, disaffection or failure they experience in the regular
school programs, help them renew their commitment to education in an
alternative

environment

and

prepare

responsibilities, work, and citizenship.

them

for

graduation

and
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Programs and Objectives
The chief goal of the alternatives is to provide varying kinds of
positive and supportive environments for learning, so that potential
dropouts will in fact be able to remain in an educational setting with
a greater probability of success for high school graduation and
preparation for acceptance of the responsibilities of adult life
employment. Five programs provide instruction on a full-time basis.
Students in Alternative Programs D and E participate full-time in
"in-house" programs which operate on schedules concurrent with the
regular school programs when students appear to have an improved chance
for success.

Each of these programs is sensitive to student ties to

the larger school culture.
aspects of

fonnal

Each attempts to reflect the positive

schooling

by providing

potential

dropouts

a

reasonable opportunity to succeed within the confines of their regular
high schools.
Full-time comprehensive high school education in a separate
physical setting, or a different time frame from the regular school, is
provided at Programs A, B, and C; B and C also offer preparation
programs for the Graduation Equivalency Program (GED).
Facilities and resources of the host high schools are generally
available, and administrative and staff support for the internal
alternatives is positive.
or work experience.

Only Programs Band D provide for vocational
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Alternative Program A
The basic skills delivery system for high school students is
eclectic.

Indi vidually prescribed instruction has been implemented

using a skill development
analysis).

sequence (based on

To accommodate this format,

formal

task

and

factor

evaluation occurs

bi-annual1y in addition to district-wide competency tests.

The reading

programs are as varied (Psycholinguistics to VAKT) as are the teaching
strategies (precision teaching to independent study or peer tutoring).
Mathematics is also individualized and goal oriented.

Specialized

programs (i .e., HSP) compliment teacher-made management systems in
conjooction with a "hands-on" lab approach.

High school students are

required to participate in the Basic Skills Core until they have
accumulated sufficient credit (towards graduation) and have achieved a
minimum competency level on 8th grade.

Target students are those

children functioning significantly below grade level, yet do not
qualify for Special Education.

Target students receive additional

instruction in the remedial lab.

Emphasis is placed on test- taking

and study skills.
Alternative Program B
Basic education skills, as well as vocational skills, are offered
at Program B to students who have opted out of the conventional
academic high schools and who would ordinarily not complete high school.
Individualized
mathematics,

reading,

interdi~ciplinary

instruction

is

given

in

and commooication skills necessary so that

students are prepared emotionally and academically for successful job
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entry.

Basic skills teachers achieve these educational ends by a

combination of job sheets with intensive personalized teaching.
Alternative Program D
Program D emphasizes basic skills instruction in the following
ways:

They test their students each fall and program students needing

skill development into small group situations.

They conduct a reading

skill lab, a writing skills lab, and a mathematic skills lab. Students
are required to take these courses until they show by tests that they
no longer need them.
Alternative Program E
Program E is a school within a school to serve youth unable to
cope with more conventional forms of instruction.

Students receive

individual and small group instruction based on varying abilities and
attention spans.

Although the Option meets the needs of both the

capable and less capable students, instruction is directed toward all
basic skills, particularly math, reading, composition, and basic social
studies concepts based on individual need.

APPENDIX B

Preliminary Exercise to Determine the Availability of a History of
Educational Experiences from Data Base Systems and Cumulative Records

Carolyn Moilanen
November, 1983

The preliminary draft
question:

of my

research proposal

poses

this

What have been the educational experiences of students

within a school system prior to their entry to alternative programs?
Much of the research on alternative student populations seeks to
identify personal/social characteristics of this group, and most often
such descriptors are drawn in terms of "deficit" characteristics whose
treatment is typically outside the scope of a regular public school
educational program.

My purpose

is to describe the educational

experiences provided within the regular program.
Because

of

the

development

of

compensatory

and

supporti ve

. educational programs within regular school offerings, it is reasonable
to inquire whether an alternative population has been variously
identified by early participation in such programs, or whether this
group has indeed "fallen through the cracks" with its educational needs
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overlooked.

If the educational histories of alternative students

display participation in an array of supportive programs,

this

information may provide an insight to early identification of potential
populations and may suggest treatment trends which support successful
completion of high school.
Is a history of the educational experiences of alternative
populations available?

If available, how accessible and valid are its

elements?
To answer these questions, it was first necessary to determine the
nature, extent and accessibility of appropriate information.
sources were identified for initial consideration:

Two main

1) school district

data base systems, and 2) cumulative record folders.
At present there are three data base systems useful to obtain
historical

information on students'

Student Master File,

educational

experiences:

1)

2) Test Data Base, 3) Office of Management

Information Services history tapes.

Two

supplementary

resources

available from Management Information Services are files containing
Student Withdrawal Applications and Enrollment Reports for years 1972
through 1983 which chronicle school building code changes, school
closures and in-building grade level organizational changes.
Student identification m.unbers entered into the Test Data Base
produce district achievement scores for mathematics,
language usage.

reading and

Achievement scores are obtained from district-wide

administered tests given fall and spring of each year for grades 3-8.
The mathematics and reading tests were first used in 1977, and language
usage was first used in 1979.
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History tapes include infonnation from the past three school
years, 1980-1981, 1981-1982 and 1982-1983. A correlation of "averaged"
attendance and

grad~

point average as well as suspension data is

included on the tapes.
The limitations of the Student Master File include the following:
1. Only one Entry/leave code per year is provided, and therefore
the last entry made is that which appears on the file. If a
student entered a school, withdrew and attended a private
in-district school, withdrew and re-entered a public
school--all within a single school year--only the final Entry
code would appear on the file.
2. Special Education codes provide service information, but do
not always include descriptor codes as to the exact nature of
service.*
* Subsequent to this pilot study, location of Special Education files
were located within the Department of Special Education. Infonnation
available therein effectively dispels this limitation.
3. Title I provides a code Y to indicate "yes" for participation
in Title I reading, math or language usage. An N indicates
that a student did participate during a school year, but was
then withdrawn from service. Individual schools enter N codes
variously. *
4. While participation in Special Education requires an extensive
and systematic preparation, participation in Title I is either
by low achievement score or teacher judgment. The Student
Master File does not indicate which criteria was used for
individual students.
Cumulative record folders present general personal and demographic
infonnation for students, names of schools attended and extensive
elementary school year infonnation on attendance, copies of report
cards,

infonnation

about

specialized

testing,

placement

and

participation, achievement scores, behavioral records and occasional
anecdotal teacher comments on achievement and/or behavior.
less high school infonnation.

There is
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The limitations of the cumulative record folders include the
following:
1. The information is not consistently or systematically entered
from year to year. More striking differences are noted in
entries from school to school.
2.

Though the folders are generally divided into "Progress" and
"Behavior" records, there are no apparent criteria which
direct records into one category or the other, which results
in un-systematic placement and/or correlation of materials.

3.

Information is not always complete within a cumulative record
folder. Fragmentary reports, faded copies of reports and
information, or missing bits of information is common.

* Subsequent

to this pilot study, more precise data has been located in
the Evaluation Department's Title I files which more accurately
record nature and length of participation in Title I programs.
When the two sources of information--Data Base systems and

cumulative record folders--are accessed separately, a first impression
is that the cumulative folders contain richer,
information

about

educational

experiences.

but more sparse

However,

using

the

information from both sources to validate the other enables one to
develop fuller descriptions of student school experiences, and often
allows one to interpret seemingly "random" notations in the cumulative
folders and entries on the data base.
The goal of this study was to access data base systems and
cumulative record folders in order to trace the educational experiences
of a sample of high school students within a district, prior to their
entry to an alternative school program.
Sex
Date of Birth
Ethnic
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North
Northeast
Southeast
Southwest
Total N Residence
Entry to PPS/Grade level, year
Number of schools attended in PPS
Special Education/Grade level
Title I/Grade level
Other Alternative Programs/Grade level
Mathematics Score/Pass, fail
Reading Score/Pass, fail
Language Usage Score/Pass, fail
Suspensions
Early leaving/dropout
Grade level and date
Entry Alternative
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Table A

.r

65 Z

~I

64

M

1 1

2

3,73

5

3

2 2 4,73

5

10 12

10:
Alt.

65

2

1

1

3,73

F

64

2

1 4

5

4,73

M

63

2

1 1 1,7U

~I

64

2

6

F

6Z

2

F

62

2

F

"2

2

7

2

P

F

F

11/79 12: lU/82
1/1l2
Alt.S
4/83

3 5

I'

P

lZ+: 5/83
lligh G

5 5

P P P

10/81

2/79
10: 9/79
Alt.A

7-12

II

P P

P

4/81

12: 9/81 Alt.n

9 9

9 F F

F

4/83

12+: 9/fi2
Alt.S

1\,7U 5 5-8 9,10 P

P

P

4

2,71

1 1
1 1

P

2

K,7U

2

2

8 6

P P P

K,7U

5 P P

12: lU/82
High G

12: 11/82
lligh G

2/80

10: 2/80 AILS

P

9: 9/79
Alt.A

M

62

2

1 1 4,72

4

F P

7

9/81
6/83

M

65 2

2 2 2,72

F

62

2

3 1

F

65

2

2 2 3,73

5

~t

62

2

2 2 K,7U

5

3
4

F F

5 4569

1,7U 5 P

1-4

P

11:

F

4/81

4/79

12+: 3/83
Alt.S

1/83 11: 1/81
Alt.S
11: 5/8U Alt.n

p p

P

4/81

P

P

P

1/82

12: 1/82
Alt.S

P

P

2/82

12: 11/81
11/82 Alt.S
1/B3

11: 9/81
lIigh G

Alt.

F

63

Z

M

62

2

M

63

5

2

1

3

4,73

6

1

1

6,73

4

4

7-11

10,

1 1 4,72

P

5/78

P

P

P

11: 5/78 Alt.R
4/80

11:

5/83

12+: 4/111
Alt.B

Alt.U
M

64

2

1 1 K,70

3

M

64

2

1 1 K,70

4

lU,

9

11

P P

F

11/80
3/81

P

F

F

11: 9/81
Alt.A

3/8U
2/81

12: 2/83
HiRh G

150
Over half of the student sample are males.

One-third of the

entire sample reached the age of 21 during the 1983 calendar year,
which was the year of final graudation from high school for 13
students; six dropped out early in 1983.

Only two students were not

identified as white by ethnic code (2)--one student was Black (3) and
one Spanish (5). Only one of the sample entered the district in grade
six; all the others entered during the primary years, with the largest
number remaining in the system since kindergarten.

Table B describes

these sub-groups.
Table B
Students N Date of Birth
62 63 64 65

Ethnic Groups
1 2 3 4 5

Male
Female

11

3 2 4 2

9

8

4 1 1 2

8

Totals

19

7 3 5 4

1

17 1

1

I

Grade Level Entry to System
K 1 2 3 4 5 6
3

I
I

2

6

2

2

3

2

3
2

1

3

5

1

I

Table C presents the total number of schOOls attended by the same
population.
four

A reference to the Enrollment Reports determined that for

students

in the sample,

a school closure or grade level

organizational change required that they change schools:

1) two sixth

graders had to move to a new middle school when home K-8' s were
reorganized as

~-5;

2) one ninth grader had to change high schools when

hers closed; 3) one tenth grader had to change high schools when her
school of attendance closed.
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Table C
Total Number of Schools Attended Within the System
Males
Females

3

4

567

3

5

2
6

8

9
1

1

If a student were in the system since elementary school, it is
likely that he would attend at least three schools during his year in
the system--an elementary school, a middle school and a high school.
When one alternative is added, the reasonable average would be four
schools attended.

This implies that the student did not move during

his years within a school district.

Some students may have had the

experience of attending K-8 elementary schools, a high school and an
alternative for a total of three schools.
A clear majority of the sample students attended five or fewer
schools; when one considers that four students had to change schools
due to closures and organizational changes and discounts for those four
changes, the majority of students attended four or fewer schools which
does not indicate the high rate of transfer frequently associated with
the high risk alternative population.
Table D presents one other variable regarding school attendance:
the grade level at entry to alternatives.
Table D
Grade Level at Entry to A1 ternati ve

9

10

11

12

Males
Females

o

o

1

2

3
2

8
3
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While much of the alternative research indicates that students
seek alternative situations earlier on in their high school careers,
this particular sample is composed largely of students who entered
during their final years of high school, relatively near to high school
graduation.

Only one student chose alternative placement for her

entire high school career.
Table E
Entry Near
Suspension

Entry Related
to Dropout

2
1

4
3

Males
Females

Unidentified
Reason
3
3

Six of the sample students dropped out of their final alternative
placement after entry.

Four of them had dropped out at least once

earlier.
In terms of supplementary services provided this group before
their entry to alternatives, Table F displays absence of services,
Special Education and Title I services.
Table F
Other
Alternatives

No Earlier
Services

Special
Education

Title

Males
Females

2
5

9

5
2

3

2

o

5
1

Totals

7

11

7

3

6

I

Sp. Ed.
Title I

+
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A clear majority of the group had supplementary services for one
or more years during their regular schooling experience, which may be a
reasonable indicator of their need for alternative progranming for a
more extended period.

Of the three male students who participated in

other alternatives prior to their final high school placement, one
received Special Education, Ti tie I services and participated in an
in-school alternative program.

The other two students who participated

in different alternative schoo1s-within- schools also received Special
Education services.
Achievement is presented in Table G, which identifies numbers of
students passing or failing the district-wide basic skills tests in
mathemat ics, reading and language usage.
Table G
Mathematics
Pass Fail

Reading
Pass Fail

Language Usage
Pass Fail

No Score

Males
Females

6
8

5
8

1

0

2
6

3

0

0

0

Totals

14

2

13

2

8

3

1

2

2

Regarding suspension, expulsion and dropout, of the 19 students in
the sample, four males and two females were suspended from school at
least once; two of the males were suspended more than one time. Eleven
students withdrew at least once during their high school years.

Five

left during their regular school experience and returned to complete
high school in alternatives.

The remaining six dropped out both before

and after entering the alternative high school programs.
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Cumulative Records.

Cumulative record folders present general

personal and demographic information for students; names of schools
attended; extensive elementary school year information on attendance,
copies of report cards, information about specialized testing, placement
and

participation,

achievement

scores,

behavioral

records,

and

occasional anecdotal teacher conunents on achievement and/or behavior.
There is less high school information.
The limitations of the cumulative record folders include the
following:
1. The information is not consistently or systematically entered
from year to year. More striking differences are noted in entries
from school to school.
2. Though the folders are generally divided into "Progress" and
"Behavior" records, there are no apparent criteria which direct
records into one category or the other, which results in
un-systematic placement and/or correlation of materials.
3. Information is not always complete within a cumulative record
folder.
Fragmentary reports, faded copies of reports and
information, or missing information are conunon.
When the two sources of information--Data Base systems and
cumulative record folders--are accessed separately, a first impression
is that the cumulative folders contain richer, but more sparse
information

about

educational

experiences.

However,

using

the

information from both sources to validate the other enables one to
develop fuller descript,ions of student school experiences, and often
allows one to interpret seemingly "random" notations in the cumulative
folders and entries on the data base.

APPENDIX C:

S1UDENT INTERVIEW SCHEDULE
LETIERS TO

INrERVIEi SUB-SAMPLE

<X>NSENT FOlt\f)

ThiERVIEW SC-1EDUl.E

I am interested in knowing about your educational experiences in the

Since you have been in both a
schools before you entered
regular and an alternative sChool proglam, I'd like you to help me learn about
the similarities and differences between the two. I am going to ask you some
questions, and I will be taking notes as you respond.
Before we begin, let Ine remind you of the informed consent agreement.
Date: - - - - - IDIt

/

Name

Time:

/

-----/

Grade

D.O.B.

What grade are you in?
10
9
2. Who do you live with?
both parents
3. How many brothers and sisters do you have?

l.

4. Did you ever repeat a grade?
s. Did you ever skip a grade?
6. P~ve you ever dropped out?

No
No
No

Interview No.

Yes
Yes
Yes

/

Entry

-----/

Alt

12
other
one parent
alone
brothers ages
sisters
ages
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12
Grade Level / Duration

11
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7.

How lon 6 have you been at
I\'hcre did you go to high school before?

?
~Iiddle

(Entered about
school?

-----

Grade s;:hool?)

Now I'd like to ask you some questions about school here.
8.

Wmt are the attendance requirements here? What are the s:hool rules
regarding attendance? Length of courses? Credit/at~endance?

9.

What are the coursework requirc:nents? I-Iow moch work is required? How do
you earn credit? Do you rc::cive gracies? WhOle is quality of work -difficult/easy?

10.

h~:

11.

Are these the SClllle kinds of courses that you would be taking in the
rc;ular high school program? A:e the course require:nents the SJlIIe? Is
the work similar, more difficult, or easier?

classes are you taking this term?
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12. Besides your classes, what school activities do you participate in here?

13.

In your oplnlon, what are the main differences between regular
the alternative program here at
?

14. Tell me about your relationship with the

tear~ors

~hool

and

here.

15.

I'd like you to describe yourself as a learner and tell me what kind of
student you are.

16.

How cia you feel about school in

17.

g~neral?

Before you came to
, how were you doing in school?
What were the attendance requlrements? The course requirements?
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18. Here is a list of common problems students have in school~ (Give copy to
interviewee). 11m going to read through the list with you. ?lease tell
me if yeu have ever had any of these problems.
Sc'loolrr eac her
rt.es;:Jonse

a. Attendance (missing too many days
to earn credit or to keep up
with rrrt work)

No

Yes

b. Problems with friends, people rrrt own age

No

Yes

c.

Problems with teachers

No

Yes

d.

Problems with administrators

No

Yes

No

Yes

No

Yes

g. Too many students at my school
(too crowded)

No

Yes

h.

I didn't fit in

No

Yes

i.

Fear for my safety at school

No

Yes

j. Couldn't get classes I wanted

No

Yes

k. Couldn't get enough help from teachers

No

Yes

No

Yes

(Did you always have friends in school?
Elementary, middle, high?)

e. Suspended/expelled
f.

Stressful

s~hool

atmosphere

1.

Bored , not interested in

m.

Lack of credits (too far behind
to catch up)

No

Yes

n.

Poor grades, failing

No

Yes

No

Yes

class~ork

o. Other: _________________________
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19. \'Ihen you were in grade school and middle school, how diu your
help you most?

~e.1.:he,s

ZOo

fbw did your high school teachers help you?

21.

In the regular program, did you ever go to special classes, or get
special help from a teacher?

......
"

In the regular
or an aide?

progr~n,

did you ever receive special help from a tutor,

23. Did you ever participate in any of these progrruns?

Alternative
Special Education
Talented and Gifted (TAG)
Title I or Chapter I

Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes

24. Did you ever feel successful in the regular s::hool progralll? (How did you
know when you were successful in the regular school program?)
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25.

What kinds of school activities did you parti:::ipate in when you were
attending the regular school program? (a. Did you t IY to get out of
pa~icipating in school activities?
b. Ibw suc:essful were you? c. Did
you try to get other ~c:i ... ities going instead? e. How successful were
you?)

a.

b.

c.

d.

26.

\','hy did you leave your regular high school?

27.

Ho . . . did you dedde to come to
! (Bow did you find out
about
? h'ho nelpeu you to enroll here? Did you kno·,.f
of other alternatlve programs? Did you enroll anywhere else? 0 id ycu
have to ~~it before entry?

28.

What did you hope to gain by enrolling here at _ _ _ _ _ _ _?

29.

Do you feel that you are successful here at
you know when you're suc:::essful at _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _0

30.

Bow long do you plan to stay at _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ , Jr.a I.hat ::Ire your
future education plJns or goals?

---""'M"----!

(P..:Jw do
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:)1.

If you weren't enrolled here at the ________ , where would you

be?

;)z.

,:ere is a list of alternative schools in
any of them?

---

D~t~/DurJtion/nes~rintion

Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes

59:SE
5-15-8'+

Did you ever attcnd
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April 3D, 1984

Dear Parents and Guardians,
Hs. Carolyn Hoi lanen of the _____ School District is currently
studying the educational histories of students in the district1s alternative
progra"~.

As part of her study, she would like to interview high school

students in ____ " to ask them about their educational exoeriences in
both the regular and alternative programs.
Your student has been randomly selected to participate in a 30 minute
interview which will take place during regular school hours. All responses
will be confidential and used for research purposes only. No individual
student names will appear in any

report~d

information.

This project has the approval of the district Department of Research
and Evaluation. If you agree that your student may participate, please
read and sign the enclosed consent form and return it to - - - Thank you for your cooperation.
Sincerely,

Carol vn ~loi1anen
Evaluation Assistant

, Director
____ Al ternJtive Program
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INFORMED CONSENT FORM
I agree that the student named below may be interviewed as a
participant in the research study of Students in Alternative
Public High Schools: Educational Histories Prior to Alternative
School Entry.
I understand that anything said will be

u~ed

for research pur-

poses only, and that participants will be identified only by a
code number and not by name.
I understand that participants are free to break off the
interview at any time.
I have read and understand this agreement.

Signature of Parent or Guardian

Signature of Student

Date

APPENDIX D:

DESCRIPTION OF INTERVIEW SUB-SAMPLE

Table H presents the interview sub-sample according to sex, grade
level, and alternative program affiliation.
Table H
Interview Sub-Sample

A1 ternati ve
Program
A

B

Grade Levels
Total

9

10

11

12

Male
Female
Total

3
1
4

2
3
5

3

2

9

12

1.
3

10
14
24

Male
Female
Total

1

1

1

3
4

7
5
12

4
3
7

13
11
24

Male
Female
Total

2
1
3

1
2
3

1

11

2
3

4
5
9

D

Male
Female
Total

3
2
5

3
1
4

1
2
3

Z
2
4

9
7
16

E

Male
Female
Total

2

1
4
5

1
1

3
5
8

C

Total

2
12
(15%)

21
(26%)

30
(37%)

18
(22%)

81
(100% )
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Personal/Social Characteristics
Twelve of the students interviewed were in grade nine; 21 were
tenth graders; 30 were in grade 11; and 18 were in grade 12.
Twenty-one students had been enrolled at the alternative less than a
year; 32 students had been enrolled from one to two years; 26 had been
enrolled between two and three years; two students had been at the
alternative program for four high school years.
Thirty-four interviewees (42%) lived with both parents; 27 (33%)
1i ved with their mothers; 11 (14%) lived with guardian( s) other than

their parents; nine (11%)

lived with one natural parent and a

step-parent. Seventy students (86%) lived with one or both parents and
11 (14%) resided with non-family members.
Ethnici ty.

Sixty-nine percent of the interview sub-sample were

White, 5% were Hispanic, 4% were Native American, 4% were Black and 2%
were Oriental.
Socio-Economic Status.

Twenty-eight percent of the students

interviewed were identified for low socio-economic status based on
participation in the Free/Reduced lunch program.
Mobility.

In terms of continuous district enrollment, 14% (11

students) were not continuously enrolled. Six students were out of the
district for one year, four students were out two years and one student
was out three years.

In terms of alternative program enrollment, 26%

had been enrolled less than a year, 40% had been enrolled one to two
years, 32% two to three years and 2% had been in the al ternat i ve
program longer than three years.
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Twenty-six of the students interviewed (32%) had dropped out of
school prior to alternative entry for periods ranging from one month to
two years during their middle or high school years.

Twenty-four

students remained out of school for less than a semester; two students
reported that they remained out longer than a year.

It is worthwhile

to note that withdrawal form a regular high school is a requisite for
enrollment in Alternative B; 14 of the 26 students who had remained out
of school were enrolled in that program.

Table I presents grade

1eve1(s) at which dropout occurred for 26 sub-sample interviewees.
Table I
Grade Level of School Dropout by Alternative Program

Alternative
Program
A

7

8

1
1

B

Grade Level
9
10
6

2

4

3

11

12

Total
9

5

1

14

C

D

1
1

E

Total

1

1

1

10

6

1
6

1

25

Twenty-three students (30%) of the interview sub-sample (14 females
and 9 males) had withdrawn from school during their high school years
and prior to entering the alternative programs.

Nineteen of these

students had dropped out during high school; 16 during grades nine and
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ten and seven during grades eleven and twelve.

Duration of dropout

ranged from one to three months to a full school year.
returned to school in less than a month.

Ten students

Six students were out from

one to three months and seven were out from four to six months.

Only

one student remained out for the entire school year.
Fourteen of these students returned directly to alternative
programs and ten re-entered the regular high school system, and later
transferred to an alternative setting. Of these 24 students, only two
withdrew after they entered the

altel~tive;

one after remaining just

one quarter and the others after remaining sligtly longer than a
semester.
School-Related Characteristics
Retention in Grade.

Ten of the students in the interview

sub-sample had been retained in the school district; three during
primary (K-2), six during their intermediate elementary years (3-5) and
one student at middle school.
Basic

Skills

Achievement.

Seventy-seven

percent

of

the

interviewees had passed the school district reading test, 16% did not
pass, and scores were missing for six students. Sixty-seven percent of
the students interviewed had passed the math test, 28% had not, and
scores were missing for three students. Eighty percent had passed the
language test, 10% had not, and scores were missing for eight students.
Suspension. Thirty-three percent of the interview sample had been
suspended at least once during district enrollment.

Seven students
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from Program A, nine from B, two from C, and nine from D had a record
of suspension.

None of the interviewees from Program E had suspension

records.
Supplementary Program Participation.
interview

sub-samp1e's

participation

in

Table J describes
supplementary

the

programs/

experiences.
Table J
Participation in Supplementary Educational Experiences

Chap. 1
N

21

Special
Ed.
11

Vocational
Supplements
6

Other
Alt's.
18

Talented Teacher
& Gifted Aide
10

1

None
48

